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      Colin’s letter arrived on the morning of the twenty-seventh of August. Johnny Heldar read it at breakfast, but, to Sally’s surprise, he didn’t pass it on to her or even comment on it except to say that Colin and Sheila sent their love. Something in his voice told her not to ask questions.

      He was lunching with a customer, and she didn’t see him again until the evening. She was intrigued and a little worried, but she waited, and after supper he produced the letter and handed it over.

      ‘A little disturbing,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’

      The letter was written in Colin’s usual half-legible scrawl and covered two sheets of the Affray Inn notepaper.

      
        
        Dear Johnny,

        I am not quite sure how one starts this letter. If you were the amateur sleuth of detective fiction, I should simply say: ‘We have a little something here which may be in your line,’ and you would inevitably rise to the bait. Unfortunately, you are not that kind of sleuth. I think I can only tell you that an old friend of ours died some little time ago under suspicious circumstances. He was a nice man, and if anyone was responsible for his death we are not inclined to let it go at that. The police haven’t got very far, though, under the circumstances, we have no wish to blame them. But we should be extremely grateful if you felt able to come up and see if you could work it out. You would have full scope for local enquiries — there is a good deal of feeling in the neighbourhood, and people would probably be only too ready to talk to you. Also I see no reason why it should involve publicity, which I know you wouldn’t want.

        I’ve no idea whether you’re in a position to get away just now, but I gather from your last letter that you haven’t had a holiday this year, so it may be possible. We should be delighted to put you up — as our private guests, of course. The fishing is beyond hope this year, so we are fairly empty. Whether you want to come is quite another matter. We realise it’s quite a big thing to ask, and we shall understand if you feel you’d rather let it go.

        Our love to Sally.

        

        Yours,

        Colin Kennedy.

        

      

      Sally looked at Johnny, and he said: ‘The thing is feasible, I think. I can take a fortnight or three weeks, and we can send Nanny and the family to Wimbledon, if you feel quite happy about it — Grandmother would love having them. And you need a holiday. Whether you need a holiday on the spot where the body was found is, as Colin says, quite another matter.’

      Sally nodded. She didn’t enjoy murder cases, though she found them interesting, and she knew Johnny didn’t enjoy them either. Colin knew it too, and he wouldn’t have asked Johnny to investigate if it hadn’t been a last resort.

      ‘He feels pretty strongly about it,’ she said.

      ‘Yes. I think it’s a genuine cri de coeur. But that doesn’t mean we’ve got to go.’

      Sally wasn’t sure that it didn’t. They had known the Kennedys for only three years — they had spent two fishing holidays at the Affray Inn, and Sheila and Colin had stayed with them last winter — but in these short intervals a surprisingly close friendship had grown up. She looked at Johnny again and saw that he was thinking of that too.

      ‘I think we must,’ she said.
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      Five days later, in the evening, they came to Affray. They passed through Bridge of Aird, with its old grey houses and the wide square with the War Memorial at six o’clock, crossed the river, and took the road through the woods. The regiments of pine trunks glowed red in the westering sun, and the world was enclosed and very still. Sally said suddenly: ‘I have an absurd idea that Colin and Sheila must be wrong. There couldn’t be murder here.’

      ‘I know,’ said Johnny.

      Five miles out of Bridge of Aird the woods fell away. On the right was the broad strath with pasture and cornfields running to the big river; on the left, a little way ahead, the mouth of the glen with the fast brown water of Affray hurrying to join the Aird. Far up at the glen-head were the hills. Sally looked at the familiar tops, their outlines clean-cut against the sky, their contours blurred by distance and evening to the uniform purple bloom of a ripe grape. Murder or no murder, she was glad to be back.

      Johnny drove on past the farm road and past the road to the House of Affray, and she remembered something.

      ‘Johnny,’ she said. ‘I never thought of it, but we saw the Laird’s death in The Times two or three months ago. You don’t suppose…?’

      ‘I shouldn’t think so,’ said Johnny. ‘He was an old man.’ He slowed down as the inn appeared on their left.

      It stood a quarter of a mile or so short of the village: a long, low, white house built in the late seventeenth-century by the Buchanan of that day — though there had been a tavern on the site for a long time before that. The sign which hung over the door displayed its name and nothing else. It was a quiet and unassuming hotel. It had fifteen bedrooms and when the Laird had sold it to Colin after the war, he had stipulated that it should never be enlarged. There had been other stipulations concerning cocktail bars and coach parties and the like which were the last things Colin and Sheila wanted. The Laird’s attitude had been responsible for the fact that in spite of its scenery Affray had never become a tourist centre.

      Johnny drove past the house and turned into the stable yard. In the visitor season the Kennedys preferred to use the back door. As the car stopped old Macrae came out of one of the lockups, smiled, and tugged at the brim of his disreputable cap.

      ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘It’s fine to see ye back.’

      They got out and shook hands with him. He was helping Johnny to off-load the luggage when Sheila and Colin appeared.

      ‘Darlings, how lovely!’ said Sheila and came to kiss Sally. Sheila’s clothes were entirely simple and not particularly expensive; she used next to no make-up and generally set her own hair but she always seemed far too charming and fragile for the wife of a hard-working landlord. Sally, who had seen her cook dinner for twenty in an emergency and walk twenty miles on the hills, was not deceived. But the charm was real enough, and so was the warmth behind it.

      Colin with his kind ugly face was fifteen years older and might have become stout if he had had time for it. He called himself middle-aged, and there were streaks of grey in his hair, but his friendliness bridged every sort of gap. Before the war he had been one of the young public school men groomed for management by the big railway hotels and had started his career washing dishes at the Great Terminal. He had achieved assistant manager, but, after the war with a wife and two children and a little capital behind him, he had preferred to have his own house. The inn was run very competently and without any fuss.

      Between them he and Sheila had made it more like a country house than an hotel. The Heldars’ room was near the little west wing at the back which was the Kennedys’ own province. The oak furniture was solid but good, and the cretonnes were what Sally would have chosen herself. Sheila had insisted that the bathroom in the wing was free, so they bathed in comfort and presently went down the little side staircase to the Kennedys’ sitting room.

      It was a long, low room with a big window looking out to the Affray woods and the sunset. The walls were white with a set of good prints on them and most of the furniture had come from Sheila’s old home. The September evenings were apt to be cold up here, and a log fire with peat on it burned in the grate.

      When they had settled down with drinks at their elbows Sally asked: ‘Is the family back?’

      ‘Not yet,’ said Sheila. ‘I hope they’ll be in time for dinner, but hopeless fishing has a sort of morbid fascination for Sandy. Like the gambler, he always thinks his luck will turn. It’s a little awkward having to eat at eight when they ought to be in bed so soon after, but in the summer holidays it’s very difficult to get them in anyway. Oh, by the way, Donald Ruthwell is coming to dinner. I think you met him last time you were here. And we’ve got another guest—’

      Footsteps sounded in the flagged passage. The door burst open, and a dog, a girl, and two boys came in.

      The dog hurled himself across the room and threw most of his two and a half stone straight into Sally’s lap. He was large and shaggy and black, with a white shirt-front and paws, and he overflowed with welcome. His brown eyes gazed lovingly into Sally’s, and his tongue found her left ear.

      ‘Angus, you fool!’ Kate pushed him off and hugged Sally. ‘Darling Mrs Heldar, how lovely to see you!’

      Kate was twelve now, a little overweight but showing some promise of Sheila’s beautiful features and very workmanlike in blue jeans. Her short fair pigtails had escaped from the rubber bands she insisted on wearing and hung damply over her shoulders.

      When she had moved on to Johnny, Sandy came up and offered a warm and grubby hand. His round freckled face, which had fined down a little since Sally had last seen him, was brown with sun and glowing with exercise.

      ‘Did you catch anything?’ she asked.

      Sandy grinned. ‘I didn’t. Kate didn’t. Malcolm caught a thing about three inches long and threw it back. He’s invented a new fly called the Affray Atrocity which has driven all the fish down to the Aird. That’s it in his lapel.’

      ‘It’s a war of nerves,’ said the second boy in a very pleasant voice. ‘They won’t rise to any of the usual flies this year, so I thought it might be a good idea to fascinate them. Like a rabbit with a snake.’

      ‘Sally,’ said Sheila, ‘this is Malcolm Buchanan. Malcolm, Mrs Heldar.’

      Malcolm was sixteen or seventeen, thought Sally, but quite without the more awkward manifestations of adolescence. There was just enough flesh on his bones, and he moved with a sort of controlled grace which seemed perfectly natural. His skin was clear and his features were clean-cut and very fine. But there was an entirely masculine strength in his face, and he was tall and well built. At the moment his dark hair was ruffled, and he wore a very old tweed coat and stained and crumpled slacks. The fly in his lapel was an extraordinary affair, small and bushy and made up of red, purple, and orange feathers. Obviously it was not intended to be taken seriously.

      Malcolm smiled charmingly at Sally, held out his hand, and said: ‘How do you do, Mrs Heldar? I hope you had a good journey.’

      His poise was remarkable, and there was no doubt at all about his upbringing. A Buchanan of Affray, certainly, and probably the heir. Sally remembered hearing that the old Laird had lost his sons in the war. This must be a grandson or a great-nephew.

      ‘Darlings,’ said Sheila, ‘it’s twenty to eight. Go and get ready for dinner. You’ll just have time for your bath, Katie. No one fell in, I take it?’

      ‘No,’ said Sandy. ‘Malcolm had to rescue Katie by the back of her jeans. But she wouldn’t have drowned anyway.’

      They went cheerfully away. Angus lay down heavily on Sheila’s feet and went to sleep. Sally looked at Sheila and asked: ‘Is that your new Laird?’

      ‘Yes, poor little boy. He was Sir Charles’s grandson. Did you see…?’

      ‘Yes. We were sorry.’

      ‘You never met him, of course. Well — we’ll talk about that later.’
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      The family came down just before eight, Kate in a dressing gown and the boys in reasonably tidy clothes. Dr Ruthwell, whose consulting hours were generally prolonged, arrived from Bridge of Aird on the stroke of the hour. He was a comfortable, elderly man, with sleepy eyes which seemed to notice nothing. Angus greeted him like a long-lost master, and he said: ‘Don’t be a fool, dog,’ and patted him affectionately.

      They dined in the sitting room and were waited on by Narracott, who was a valuable relic of Colin’s RNVR days. Waiting on his employers was no part of Narracott’s duties, but he would have been scandalised by the idea of leaving the wardroom to wait on itself. Malcolm and Sandy had brought in a brace of grouse a few days before, and the Kennedys’ Mrs Matheson was an excellent cook.

      Kate was sent to bed as soon as the grown-ups had finished their coffee and Sandy very soon after. They were reluctant, but sleepy. Malcolm appeared to be quite wide awake and, without asserting himself, took an intelligent part in the general conversation. At ten o’clock Colin suggested tactfully that it was his bedtime, and he agreed politely, said goodnight, patted Angus on the head, and went away.

      When he had gone there was a short silence. Colin was refilling his pipe. Presently he said: ‘We didn’t want to press this on you on your first evening, Johnny. But we’ve got to explain Malcolm, and Donald has a good deal to tell you.’

      Johnny nodded. ‘Go ahead,’ he said.

      ‘I think I’d better go back a bit to start with and talk about the Buchanan family history. The old Laird, Charles Buchanan, had three sons. The eldest, another Charles, died while he was at Oxford, some years before the war. The second, James, was a regular soldier and was killed at Dunkirk. Neither of them married. The third was Mungo, and he was a bit of a lad. No vice in him, I gather, but a good deal of wildness. Wine, the odd woman, and enough debts to upset his father. They didn’t get on very well — I think they both had tempers — and Mungo’s mother, who might have sorted things out, had died when he was a child. In nineteen-thirty-eight, when he was twenty-three or thereabouts and had just been left a little money by a great-aunt, he committed his final offence by announcing that he was going to marry a girl who was on the stage. I think she was a perfectly respectable girl, and a lady, but the Laird was old-fashioned, and, in his eyes, all play-actresses were sinful. There was a final flaming row, and Mungo walked out of the house and married his play-actress. Her name, by the way, is Helena Gaylord.’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ said Johnny. ‘She’s very decorative and rather good. We saw her in Separate Suites, didn’t we, Sally?’

      Sally nodded, and Colin went on.

      ‘Early on in the war Mungo was reconciled to his father. But the Laird never saw his daughter-in-law. I don’t think he actually refused to do so; I think things just worked out that way. She was working with Ensa, and Mungo, who was in the RAF, was stationed in the south. He was shot down just before Malcolm was born — that was in January ’forty-one — and got a posthumous bar to his DFC.

      ‘The Laird made himself responsible for Malcolm’s education and sent him to Mungo’s prep school and Willingham — I fancy he couldn’t run to Eton anymore. Malcolm was supposed to spend some little time at Affray, and gradually he spent more and more time till it came to a few days in London at either end of the holidays. His mother didn’t mind. She’s married again, and her interest is divided between the stage and her second husband — in what order I don’t know. Malcolm is almost painfully loyal, but it’s clear that she hasn’t much time for him. I think he gets on reasonably well with his stepfather, but, when he was younger, we used to wonder a little if there wasn’t just a suspicion of Mr Murdstone. The man’s a solicitor, and evidently a very clever one but not, I fancy, an altogether sympathetic type.

      ‘Now, the Laird was not at all a rich man for his commitments. For some years he’d obviously been spending his money on Malcolm and the estate, and letting the house go a bit. It isn’t falling to pieces, but it needs attention. Since the war he’d shut most of it up and used about half a dozen rooms, and he was down to one indoor servant — an old butler who’d been with him for over thirty years — and the keeper’s wife who came in to clean. There was also an elderly gardener and odd-job man who still lives in the lodge. Towards the middle of May the butler — Davidson — had a heart attack and died in the Cottage Hospital at Bridge of Aird. The Laird advertised for another manservant — he didn’t want a housekeeper — but he hadn’t found one when he died himself.

      ‘While he was alone in the house, it was his custom to get up at seven, make himself some tea, open the back door for Mrs Macpherson, and then go for a walk. Mrs Macpherson would arrive about eight to cook his breakfast, and he would be back at a quarter-past to eat it. On the morning of the eleventh of June, she arrived as usual to find the back door still locked. The front door was locked too, and there was no sign of the Laird. At a quarter-past eight she got hold of Niven, the gardener, who got in by the kitchen window and opened the back door to her. They started to look for the Laird and found him lying dead at the foot of the staircase in his dressing gown and pyjamas with his bedroom candlestick near him. There is an electric light plant, by the way, but he never turned it on in the middle of summer when the light lasts so long. Mrs Macpherson and Niven assumed that he’d come down in the night to get a book or a drink or something and had tripped and fallen. They rang up Donald, who came at once. Over to you, Donald.’

      Dr Ruthwell appeared to wake up. His voice, with its gentle Highland intonation, was always soft and often, like his eyes, a little sleepy. Now it had a slight professional crispness.

      ‘Buchanan had had a severe blow on the forehead, and I suspected a fracture which would probably be the cause of death. There was a little external bleeding — not much, but I didn’t think he had died instantaneously. There were also a few odd bruises which he might well have got in falling down the stair. I was very nearly satisfied that it was an accident, but there were one or two things that made me wonder a bit. From the appearance of the wound on the forehead, I would have said it had been inflicted by something rather smaller than one of the stone steps of the stair or one of the wooden balusters. Also, I would have expected to find traces of blood and maybe hair at the point where he’d hit himself, and I could find nothing of the kind.

      ‘Moreover, I was a little surprised that Buchanan should have fallen down his own stair, even by candlelight. In a man of seventy-four I couldn’t rule out the possibility of a stroke or a coronary or some such trouble, and though he was my patient I hadn’t seen him professionally for some years. But I’d seen quite a lot of him in a friendly way, and he’d always seemed very spry for his age. He was perfectly steady on his legs, and his sight was good enough.

      ‘Well, I had to inform the Procurator Fiscal in any case, so I rang him up, and he and the Chief Constable came out from Inverallan, and I told them what I’ve told you. The post mortem was done the next day by the police surgeon in Inverallan. I’m not supposed to know anything about that — there’s no public inquest in this country, you know — so I’ll just say that I think you can safely work on the indications I’ve already given you. I’m inclined to put the time of death somewhere between one and five am. But I ought to point out that that’s not much help to you in determining the time of the accident — if it was an accident — because it’s very difficult for anybody to say how long he might have lived after he fell.’

      ‘What about the candle?’ asked Johnny. ‘The hours of darkness are short here in June. How short?’

      ‘Well, it’s never really dark at all at that time of year. But if he came down for a book or even a drink, he’d probably want a candle any time between about midnight and three o’clock. But as you’ll see, the candle is probably not reliable evidence. I’ll pass you over to Sheila now.’ He sat back in his chair, and his eyelids drooped.

      ‘The Laird,’ said Sheila, ‘was found dead on a Tuesday morning. After tea on the Thursday I went up to see Mrs Macpherson, and she told me this story. Up till then a Superintendent from Inverallan had been working on the case, but, that afternoon, a Chief Superintendent from Glasgow had turned up — I gather the Scottish police call in Glasgow as the English police call in Scotland Yard. The Chief Superintendent questioned Mrs Macpherson at the house. He asked her, among other things, if she’d noticed anything unusual, no matter how small, after the Laird’s death. He was very persistent, she said, and she thought she’d have to tell him something or he’d never go away. So she told him — quite truthfully — that she hadn’t got round to doing any housework on the Tuesday, but on the Wednesday morning she’d noticed a discoloured patch on the hearthstone in the library, as if someone had spilt something and wiped it up, but not whitened it afterwards. Her private opinion was that the Laird had spilt his bedtime whisky, but she left the Superintendent to work it out for himself. He asked her if she’d whitened the hearth since, and, when she said yes, he seemed to take rather a poor view. He then shut himself up in the library with his Sergeant, and she began to get worried. She was in charge of the house, and she didn’t care for strange men from Glasgow messing about when she couldn’t see them. I’ve no doubt she was plain inquisitive too. So she walked in on them. They were kneeling on the hearthstone — it was the fireplace at the east end of the room — and the Sergeant was scraping something up with a knife at the place where the discoloured patch had been. She was convinced it was blood, and I…I couldn’t quite tell her I thought she was wrong.’

      Donald Ruthwell woke up again. ‘I was here that evening,’ he said, ‘and we talked it over. Supposing it was blood, it seemed to me quite likely that the blow on the forehead had been caused by a fall on one of the iron fire-dogs. Not one of the dogs you rest the logs on; he wouldn’t have gone far enough in for that; the edge of the mantelpiece would have caught him first. One of the dogs that support the fire-irons at the front of the hearth. They’re heavy, and they wouldn’t shift easily, and they’re about the right size. In that case there would be no question of an accident — it’s most unlikely he could have moved after such a blow — but there would probably be no question of deliberate murder either. And I don’t think he was knocked down; there was no sign of a bruise in the right place for that. My guess is that he was tripped up. We evolved the theory that he came down to the library and interrupted, let’s say, a burglar on the job. He went for the man — that’s quite possible, for he was a belligerent old gentleman — and the man tripped him. When he realised the Laird was dead or badly hurt, he decided to stage an accident and dragged or carried him to the foot of the stair. I saw no signs of dragging, but the old man was wearing bedroom slippers. The burglar then cleaned up the hearthstone and left.

      ‘We wondered if we had to accept it as a coincidence that the Laird came down for a book at the very time the burglar was in the library or if he heard noises downstairs and went to investigate. Colin pointed out that if he’d done that, he probably wouldn’t have taken a candle with him; he’d have gone down in the dark, and he’d have been much more likely to take the poker or some such weapon. But that was about as far as we got that night. Back to you, Colin.’

      ‘The next day,’ said Colin, ‘Malcolm was flown up for the funeral. He was supposed to be staying here because everyone concerned felt he was a bit young to stay alone at the house. But he stuck his toes in, very politely, and said he must stay at the house. He obviously felt that as the heir he ought to do it, and it was difficult to argue with him, so I said I would stay there too. He came here for tea, and I sent a message up to Mrs Macpherson asking her to get two rooms ready. When we went up ourselves she’d prepared Malcolm’s usual room, which was next door to the Laird’s, and another next to it again. She’d lit fires in both rooms; they’d been unoccupied for some time and she thought they might be damp. She took us into Malcolm’s first and went to poke the fire. Then she stopped short and said: “Goodness me! Where’s the poker?” She thought for a moment, and then she said: “Well, that’s funny. I took no notice of it at the time, but I saw yon poker in the Laird’s room yesterday. And the Laird never had a fire in his bedroom in a’ his days, and there was never a poker or a pair o’ tongs in there that I mind on.”

      ‘Well, the poker was there all right, and I managed to prevent her from touching it. I got on to Superintendent Nichol in Inverallan, and he sent someone to fetch it away. I had to tell Malcolm the whole story after that, of course. Nichol came to the funeral next day and spoke to him in a friendly way, and he asked if they’d found fingerprints on the poker. Nichol said no, it had been wiped. So that seemed clear enough. The Laird heard noises downstairs, and, since he had no poker in his own room, he went next door and borrowed Malcolm’s. After his fall, the burglar — if it was a burglar — realised that it wouldn’t fit in with the accident theory and restored it to the only occupied bedroom he could find. To support the accident theory he put the bedroom candlestick beside the body; he may have tried the lights and realised that the plant wasn’t turned on.

      ‘The police continued to investigate, but, as far as we know, they haven’t got any farther. And I can see—’

      Colin broke off suddenly. Sheila said: ‘Hullo, Malcolm. Why are you not in bed?’

      Malcolm shut the door and came forward slowly. He was wearing a dressing gown over pyjamas, and bedroom slippers. His hair was in a damp cock’s-comb, and he looked younger and less sure of himself.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said a little diffidently. ‘I hope you’ll forgive my appearing like this. But I had to come down. You see, I’ve just remembered who Mr Heldar is.’

      Sheila gave him a quick, anxious glance, but she said nothing, and he turned to Johnny and went on. ‘I know you’re an antiquarian bookseller, of course, sir. But you’re a private investigator too, aren’t you? Strictly amateur status, I know. But I read about the Charing Cross Road murder and the Westwater murder. I think perhaps Colin and Sheila have asked you to investigate my grandfather’s death. If you’re willing to take it on, I shall be exceedingly grateful. But if you’ll forgive me, I must be in on it.’

      Colin looked at Johnny. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You’re in on it, Malcolm. I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t sure if Mr Heldar would take it on. I’m not sure now. He’s got to hear the whole story first and then sleep on it if he wants to. Sit down.’

      Malcolm nodded gravely and drew up a small chair. Colin went on.

      ‘I think I understand why the police have got no farther. Malcolm asked Nichol if there were any signs of breaking and entering, and Nichol said yes: entry had been made by a window at the other end of the house from the Laird’s bedroom, and it had been a very clean job. Questioned farther, he said that could mean an experienced burglar or it could mean an experienced joiner or some such from round about. There were no fingerprints, but joiners as well as burglars know enough to wear gloves nowadays. But it’s extremely difficult to suspect any of the local people. They were devoted to the Laird, and it seems most unlikely that any of them would have broken into his house, let alone done him bodily harm. And that goes for the Macphersons and Niven, although they’re nearer to the house than anyone else and all know it more or less well. Besides, if the Macphersons had been involved, she wouldn’t have drawn attention to the poker and the patch on the hearth.

      ‘So we seem to be reduced to professional burglars. Nothing was missing, but that’s no objection in itself. The most enterprising burglar might have felt he couldn’t go on a-burgling after what had happened. But why a professional burglar at Affray, for the love of heaven? A small Highland mansion house in a comparatively remote glen is right off the average burglar’s beat. I can’t imagine he’d try it unless he knew there was something unusually valuable there, and there wasn’t. There was nothing valuable — and portable — except some rather nice silver. And just to make it more difficult, the police asked everyone in the village and the surrounding countryside if they’d seen any unaccounted-for strangers, and they hadn’t, though in this sort of neighbourhood every stranger is seen and noted. I can only suppose the visitors came down the glen from the Tomdhu road and stopped short of the village. But even so I think they were lucky to escape observation.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny slowly. ‘What’s more, a professional burglar would want to visit the house in daylight to see the lie of the land. Why wasn’t he noticed on his first visit?’

      ‘Wait a minute, sir,’ said Malcolm suddenly. ‘There were the butler candidates. Have you heard about them?’

      Johnny looked at him. ‘You mean that when your grandfather advertised for a new butler he actually interviewed some men?’

      ‘Yes. Three. They came separately, I believe, over the last fortnight or so before he was killed. They all spent a night at the house because they couldn’t get here and back in a day — they must have come some distance. It would be a glorious opportunity for someone. He’d be shown all the inhabited part of the house, and he’d see where the silver was kept and where grandfather’s room was, and so on. He could ask all the questions he wanted, and Mrs Macpherson would give him his supper and he could have a gossip with her. He wouldn’t have to be a real manservant; he’d only have to be able to put up a bit of a show. Come to think of it, it would be a very good lay — just answering advertisements and having the house handed to him on a silver salver.’

      ‘It’s certainly a point,’ said Johnny.

      ‘We can ask Mrs Macpherson about the men tomorrow.’ Malcolm stopped short. ‘That is, if you decide to take the case on, sir.’

      ‘I’ll take it on,’ said Johnny, ‘for what that’s worth. But I’m going to be brutally frank, Malcolm. I think it’s a very tough assignment, and I doubt very much if we shall get far with it.’

      Malcolm didn’t look disappointed. ‘As long as you’ll take it on, sir. I’m very grateful.’

      Johnny shook his head. ‘I’d rather you didn’t cherish any hopes,’ he said.
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      After breakfast the next morning Malcolm took the Heldars to the House of Affray. They went by a short-cut: a path which ran up through the woods from a wicket gate in the garden wall of the inn. Their feet fell silently on a carpet of pine-needles, but the woods were alive and brisk. The trees grew far apart, and sunlight fell in bright patches on the undergrowth. Pigeons flapped and murmured in the treetops and a small breeze rustled the branches. A dog barked in the village, and Angus’s deep voice answered it from the neighbourhood of the inn. The air was fresh and cool and full of the smell of the pines.

      After half a mile or so they came to the corner of the dry stone dyke which ran round the Affray policies. Johnny helped Sally over it and lifted her down. They crossed a strip of rough grass with a scattering of pines, and then found a narrow path twisting between big rhododendron bushes. Presently they came out on a lawn and saw the south front of the house before them.

      The Heldars had never seen it properly before; they had only caught glimpses of grey gables and pepper-box turrets above the surrounding woods. They knew that it had been built in the middle of the seventeenth-century by a Buchanan who had seen the manor-houses of France and come home to find his father’s little castle ruined by fire. It was three floors high with a steep pitched roof and narrow crow-stepped gables and a profusion of small windows. In the centre a little tower thrust out to the south. The proportions were good, and Sally took a moment or two to realise that for its kind it was, as Colin had said, a small house. Small and beautiful, she thought, with the smooth green turf running to the foot of its grey harled walls and the autumn sunlight falling on them.

      The front door was in the east face of the tower, almost in the angle it made with the main building. That, Malcolm said, was due to inherited obsessions about defensibility. Anyone attacking the door was exposed to fire from two sides. There was no porch but above the lintel were the arms of John Buchanan who had built the house, those of his wife, and their respective initials.

      Malcolm produced a key and opened the nail-studded door. The little hall had a flagged floor and panelled walls with some good heads on them. In the tower a wheel-stair turned upwards and out of sight.

      Malcolm said very calmly: ‘This is where they found my grandfather. Do you want to do any detecting?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ said Johnny. ‘I expect the police did it very thoroughly. May we just see the library?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Malcolm, and led the way to a door on the far side of the hall.

      The library was a long room, panelled with old pine. In the south wall there were three windows and at each end was a great stone fireplace. Sally saw at once that this end was the inhabited part of the room. There were worn leather armchairs about the hearth and little tables holding reading lamps and books. A full pipe-rack and an old china tobacco jar stood on the mantelpiece, and below them were the arms and initials again. There was also a device in rather worn ornamental script: ‘Martyris optatum quaeres Diadema per Ignem,’ which seemed to Sally, though her Latin was rusty, a little too self-consciously religious for the line of Highland lairds represented by the Buchanan in his clan tartan who hung above the fireplace.

      A solid writing desk with a rubbed leather top stood in the nearest window, and against the opposite wall an old Flemish armoire. But the rest of the room was rather stiff and formal. The Heldars looked instinctively at the range of bookshelves on the north wall, but Sally had an impression of formality again: orthodox calf spines, gilt and banded. Then Malcolm said, still with his careful calm: ‘That’s where Mrs Macpherson found the discoloured patch,’ and pointed to the nearer fireplace.

      ‘Mm,’ said Johnny non-committally. He walked over to the fireplace and bent down for a moment or two. Then he straightened up again. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I don’t think we need do anything here either. Who’s your ancestor, Malcolm?’

      ‘Charles Buchanan. Born sixteen-ninety-five. He should have been out in the ’fifteen, if only to give his descendants a chance to boast about it, but he had a lame leg — he was thrown by his horse as a boy — and possibly he wasn’t very keen anyway. There is a shameful suggestion that the family had Hanoverian sympathies. It’s fair to say that Charles had no brothers, and his sons weren’t born till the ’thirties, so there was no one to go out in the ’fifteen or the ’forty-five. Very dull.’

      After that he showed them the other inhabited rooms. Unlike the library, they were small — surprisingly small, until one remembered the size of the house — with doors so low that Johnny had to bend his head under the lintels. There was a little dining room on the east side of the hall and a flagged kitchen at the back. On the first floor they saw four little bedrooms, all opening out of each other: the Laird’s, Malcolm’s, old Davidson’s, and one which the Laird had kept for his rare visitors. The bathroom was an Edwardian affair made out of another bedroom.

      When he realised that the Heldars were really interested, Malcolm took them over the rest of the house. It was a succession of little, low rooms with the furniture shrouded in dust sheets: dark Jacobean, graceful Sheraton, a few heavy Victorian pieces. Dust lay thick everywhere; the air was close, and the light which came through the windows was dimmed. But it was enough to show the faded wallpapers, peeling here and there, and the dingy paintwork. This was a sad little house. But Sally was still conscious of its beauty and its dignity.

      On the second floor, at the east end, Malcolm paused before a massive door with two steps leading up to it and asked the Heldars in a polite and matter-of-fact voice if they minded the family ghost. ‘Not that we’re at all likely to see her in daylight,’ he said.

      They assured him they didn’t mind and asked him who she was.

      ‘The second wife of Archibald Buchanan. He married her in eighteen-forty or thereabouts, when he was a man of over fifty. She was the daughter of a writer to the Signet in Edinburgh. There were no children of the marriage, which may have been just as well, because she went mad. She was always looking for something — no one knows what. The family shut her up in these rooms with a nurse-companion — very Mrs Rochester — and she still looks for whatever it is at intervals.’

      ‘Have you ever seen her?’ asked Sally quite seriously. She knew one didn’t laugh at Highland ghosts.

      ‘No,’ said Malcolm. ‘I’ve never even heard her myself; one doesn’t hear her at the other end of the house unless she gets very worked up. When she does it generally means trouble for someone in the family. Old Davidson saw her in June nineteen-forty, when my Uncle Jimmie was killed at Dunkirk. She’d got out of her own rooms, which is very rare.’ He paused and added in the same matter-of-fact voice: ‘Davidson had second sight, anyway.’

      Sally found the two tiny rooms a little disquieting. She was glad Johnny was there and relieved when they left the house and went to look at the policies.

      To the south of the house there were only the lawns and the rhododendron thickets. The avenue led up from the lodge-gates at the south end, sent off a branch to the front door, and ran on to the stables in the north-west corner. East of it, and above the house, were two big walled gardens, one for flowers and one for fruit and vegetables, and east of them again an overgrown tennis court. It was fairly clear that Niven did his best but had far too much to cope with.

      They crossed the avenue and turned into a path which ran through shrubberies. Malcolm said: ‘By the way, I take it I’d better just introduce you as friends of Sheila and Colin? I don’t think it’ll be difficult to get Mrs Macpherson to talk.’

      ‘I’d rather she didn’t know what we’re after, if we can manage it,’ said Johnny. ‘She won’t think it a little odd, though, that you should discuss your grandfather’s death with strangers?’

      Malcolm considered. ‘Yes, she might, of course. I think I’d better know you. Sheila and Colin stayed with you in January, didn’t they? I met you then — I was in London at the time, as it happens — and I’ve seen something of you since. I’ll tell Sheila and Colin when we get back, just in case.’

      They crossed the perimeter of scattered pines and passed through a gate in the dyke into a track which ran up the western side of the policies. The keeper’s house was almost opposite them, small and grey and compact, tucked with its little garden and outhouses into a clearing at the edge of the woods.

      Mrs Macpherson welcomed Malcolm warmly and the Heldars with the perfect manners of the Highlander. She was a big middle-aged woman, with a worn, pleasant face and very bright dark eyes. Her husband was out, but Niven was having a cup of tea in the kitchen. He was small and wiry and grey-haired, and his sharp little face had been tanned to reddish-brown leather by wind and sun. Mrs Macpherson introduced him, and he shook hands gravely. Then they sat down by the fire, and she made fresh tea and handed round scones. The little dark kitchen was full of the smell of baking.

      Sally was impressed by Malcolm’s handling of the situation. He was quite unembarrassed, and his manner established her and Johnny as oldish friends. With their help he brought the conversation neatly but unhurriedly round to his grandfather’s death, and presently he said: ‘I’ve been wondering. If it was burglars, could the men who came up about the butler’s job have had anything to do with it?’

      ‘’Deed, and I was wondering that masel’,’ said Mrs Macpherson, ‘for the police were taking a great interest in them. They were asking me did I mind on their names, and where they came from, and what they were like, and that.’

      ‘And did you remember?’ asked Malcolm.

      ‘More or less. The first one that came was called Jameson, and he came from some wee place in Midlothian that I cannae mind the name o’. He was in service wi’ some folk in the Borders, and then the man died and the hoose was sold. He was a poor kind o’ a crater, Jameson — tall, but no flesh on him, and aye saying he wasnae able for the heavy work. He’d have been no use here; the Laird himsel’ said that to me after he went away. The next one was a Macdonald from Edinburgh — a big fat body wi’ a pale face and a queer clipped kind o’ a voice. He said he was in service somewhere in the south; that would be where he learnt to speak that way, no doubt. He seemed keen enough on the job, but I wasnae just sure Affray would be good enough for him. The third man was the only one that might have done for the place — a good strong lad and no’ more than thirty year old — but I didnae like the look o’ him, and the Laird wasnae sure o’ him either. I wouldnae be surprised if he was the bad lad. His name was Hartley — he was an Englishman, though he said he had been in service in Glasgow and that was where he was staying.’

      ‘I took him into Bridge o’ Aird when he went away,’ said Niven in his surprisingly deep voice. ‘He was saying he was anxious to get the job. But it seemed to me there was something no’ just altogether richt aboot him.’

      ‘If it was him that killed the Laird,’ said Mrs Macpherson, and her voice shook suddenly and grew harsh, ‘by Go’ I hope they get him.’

      ‘They’ll no’ get him noo,’ said Niven contemptuously. ‘If they were to get him, they’d have got him long ago. The police are just no use at a’ when it comes to a job like this.’

      ‘They’re doing their best, Niven,’ said Malcolm quickly. ‘It’s just an unusually tough case. They may get him yet.’

      ‘I doot no’, laddie,’ said Mrs Macpherson. ‘I doot no’.’
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      On the way back to the inn, Johnny suggested that the Laird might have kept the butler candidates’ letters of application. If so, he said, the police had almost certainly found them and made full use of them. But Malcolm was anxious to be quite sure they hadn’t been overlooked, and in the afternoon, when he had gone through what papers had been left in his grandfather’s desk and found nothing relevant, they drove him into Inverallan and dropped him at the county police station. As the dead man’s next of kin, he was in a much better position to get information out of Superintendent Nichol than Johnny was. Nichol assured him that the letters had been found and worked on. He was a little cagey about the results, but Johnny, when he heard Malcolm’s report, seemed satisfied.

      ‘We can’t go chasing after butler candidates ourselves,’ he said. ‘We haven’t got the facilities for it. All we want is to know the police are doing it. And now let’s go and find some tea.’

      After dinner that evening Colin and Johnny went to the public bar where the local men came for their drinks. Colin returned before long, but Johnny, who was evidently talking fishing to someone, stayed till closing time. Later on, in their room, he told Sally there had been a certain amount of discussion — sufficiently well-informed, since Mrs Macpherson had obviously talked freely — about the Laird’s death, and feeling had run fairly high, but he had heard nothing in the least useful.

      ‘This is a perfectly horrible case,’ he said wearily. ‘I don’t think we’ve ever had one where we haven’t had one single clue we could follow up.’

      ‘Do you think one of the butler candidates was a burglar?’

      ‘It’s a very tempting theory, Sally. But it doesn’t explain what a burglar was doing at Affray. An advertisement for a butler may suggest a prosperous and promising house, but I asked Colin and he said the Laird’s advertisement didn’t. In fact it didn’t ask for a butler; it asked for a manservant prepared to cook and made it perfectly clear there was only daily help.’

      ‘Some people have money — or at any rate valuables — but just can’t get servants. Particularly in the depths of the country.’

      ‘Yes, I know, darling. But according to this theory the burglar came and saw the house. Why did he bother to come back?’

      ‘Perhaps because he was here anyway — or not very far away. The silver might have been worth it.’

      ‘Possibly,’ said Johnny doubtfully. Then he added: ‘It’s Malcolm who worries me. He seems to retain a touching faith in our powers, and I wish he wouldn’t.’

      ‘He’s fairly adult,’ said Sally. ‘If nothing happens, he’ll probably be able to accept it.’

      ‘To some extent. And if the man who killed his grandfather is found, he won’t enjoy it. He’s probably got no idea how little he’ll enjoy it. But he’s a Highlander — or half a Highlander — and I don’t think he’ll rest if the man isn’t found.’

      ‘Perhaps something will turn up,’ said Sally. But she didn’t really think it would.
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      The next morning they went for a walk up the glen. Sandy and Kate and Angus came with them, as well as Malcolm, and the Laird’s death was not discussed. It was another sunny day, and the contours of the hills were clear though not so near as to promise rain. Sandy suggested doing Carn Ruadh while the weather held, and they considered it seriously and returned in a more comfortable frame of mind and with an appetite for lunch.

      They came in by the stretch of rough heather which lay between the glen road and the Affray woods. A quarter of a mile short of the main road the heather ended and the path they were using wandered off to the village. They crossed one of Malcolm’s pasture fields and struck the garden wall of the inn close to the road.

      A car was coming from the direction of the village. As it passed them Sandy said appreciatively: ‘Lovely Jag.’

      The Jaguar drew up in front of the inn and a man got out — a small man in a large tweed cap. Almost in the same moment Johnny, who had been straddling the fence, swung himself abruptly back again and took one stride into the cover of the wall.

      ‘For goodness’ sake come back, darling,’ he said urgently. ‘He knows you.’

      The family looked politely surprised. Sally disentangled herself from the fence with Malcolm’s help.

      ‘No, he doesn’t,’ she said. ‘He’s not the sort of man who remembers shop assistants years later. He didn’t look at me anyway.’

      ‘But who is he?’ asked Kate, fascinated.

      ‘His name’s Mackintosh-Gordon,’ said Johnny.

      ‘He’s a Scot, then?’

      ‘Well, no, my love. He just likes to think that people think he is. He sells rare books — among other things — which is how we know him. We don’t do business with him, but once in a while he comes and tries to do business with us. Sally used to work in the shop, as you know, and I was afraid he’d recognise her.’

      ‘Is he awful?’ asked Kate.

      ‘Quite frightful. I will not have my holiday spoilt by meeting him.’

      ‘He may come out again to put his car away,’ said Sandy. ‘I tell you what — we’ll go down and keep watch while you go round by the wicket. If you wait at the door into the yard, we’ll give you the all-clear.’ He got over the fence. ‘Coming, Malcolm?’

      ‘I think I’ll go round,’ said Malcolm, ‘if you don’t mind. I’m not very keen to meet him either.’

      Sandy looked faintly surprised, but he and Kate slithered down the steep bank into the road and strolled towards the inn. The Heldars and Malcolm turned along the wall.

      ‘Malcolm,’ said Johnny, ‘do you know this man?’

      ‘Well, not personally. But he came here in April and tried to buy the Affray library from my grandfather. I have a nasty feeling he wants to buy it from me now.’

      ‘Forgive me, but can he? I mean, can you yourself sell it?’

      ‘Oh, no; not till I’m of age. He’d have to go to the estate trustees. The active one, so to speak, is a writer to the Signet in Edinburgh; the other two are cousins of mine who don’t seem to do much. But I’m rather afraid they might agree to sell to him. You see, my grandfather always paid my school fees — it was his personal concern — and now he’s dead it’s a little difficult.’ He hesitated, and then went on rather uncomfortably: ‘My mother isn’t frightfully well off — stage people usually haven’t much money in the background, you know — and my stepfather isn’t a rich man. It isn’t his responsibility anyway. I know he’s been writing to Ian Roylance — that’s the active trustee — about raising some money for educational purposes.’

      In other words, thought Sally, stage people were frequently incapable of saving, and Mr Murdstone was not prepared to assume responsibility for his stepson. She began to be even sorrier for Malcolm.

      They slipped in by the wicket gate and waited at the green door which led into the stable yard until Kate tiptoed round the corner like a stage conspirator and waved them on. They made a dash for the back door and reached it safely.

      It was just after half-past one, and they were still in the sitting room when Narracott came in with a card on a salver and a look of disapproval on his mahogany face. He glanced at Colin but made his way to Malcolm and proffered the salver.

      Malcolm thanked him, took the card, and asked: ‘How did he know I was here, Narracott?’

      ‘He’s having lunch in the dining room, sir, and he asked Betty if you were in residence. She let out you were staying here, so he gave her his card and asked her to take it to you. Shall I tell him you’ve gone out, sir?’

      ‘No,’ said Malcolm. ‘No, thanks, Narracott. Tell him I’ll see him at the house at half-past two.’

      Narracott looked more disapproving than before but said: ‘Very good, sir,’ and withdrew.

      ‘Mackintosh-Gordon?’ asked Colin, frowning a little. He had been told about the new arrival.

      ‘Yes,’ said Malcolm.

      ‘You wouldn’t see him down here?’

      ‘Well, he asks for an interview at the house’ — Malcolm waggled the card — ‘and I won’t bring him into this room, and I don’t want to see him publicly in the lounge.’

      Colin glanced almost imperceptibly at Johnny, and Johnny said quietly: ‘Fair enough. But if I may advise you, Malcolm, you want to be very cautious indeed in your dealings with him. You can’t go far wrong, of course, since you can’t sell him anything. All the same, I think I’d have a witness.’

      ‘What exactly is this man?’ asked Colin.

      ‘Well, he’s a sort of antiquarian-general. Furniture, books, pictures, objects of art, antique weapons — anything he can get a price for. He obviously gets very high prices for he buys at very high prices when he has to. He’s almost certainly got customers in the States because there isn’t that amount of money in this country nowadays.’

      ‘But if he’s operating on that scale,’ said Malcolm, ‘why on earth should he want the Affray library? Most of the books are old, but they’re not valuable. Grandfather always said so.’

      Johnny thought for a moment. ‘You say he was here in April. Did he actually make your grandfather an offer for the library?’

      ‘No,’ said Malcolm. ‘He didn’t get as far as that.’ He grinned a little.

      ‘What exactly happened?’

      ‘Well, I wasn’t there. Sandy and I were out somewhere that day. But it appears that Mackintosh-Gordon lunched here and then went on to the house. Davidson didn’t like the look of him, but there’s no suitable waiting room for doubtful callers nowadays, and the silver is kept in the dining room, so he put him in the library and went to look for Grandfather, who was outside somewhere. When Grandfather walked in Mackintosh-Gordon was standing on a chair and heaving the portrait of Charles Buchanan out from the panelling, presumably to see if he could find the artist’s name. Grandfather was very short with him — very short indeed, I should think — and after a little he said he’d like to look through the library with a view to making an offer for it. Grandfather said the library was not for sale and rang for Davidson to show him out.’

      ‘I see. Is the portrait valuable?’

      ‘No. Unknown artist and not very good, I gather.’

      ‘Just so. One of Mackintosh-Gordon’s numerous interests is Jacobite relics, and it’s possible he thought the portrait might be one. From what you said yesterday, I take it you haven’t got anything else in that line? Nothing that belonged to Charles Edward, for instance?’

      ‘Nothing like that, I’m afraid.’

      Johnny frowned slightly. ‘Is there a printed catalogue of the library?’

      ‘Oh, no. It’s not that kind of library. Why, sir?’

      ‘I just wondered how Mackintosh-Gordon had heard about it.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Malcolm, ‘but we can ask him. By the way — I’ve just remembered. Someone else has heard of the library too. It was early on in the summer term — sometime in May. Grandfather told me when he wrote that he’d had a letter from a man called…called Rose, who wanted to look at it. He said he’d probably graduated from Rosenbaum.’

      ‘In Finmark Street?’ asked Johnny.

      ‘I think so — yes.’

      ‘Quite so. He graduated very recently,’ said Johnny dryly. ‘I fancy that was just another feeler from Mackintosh-Gordon. Rosenbaum is his brother-in-law.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Malcolm. ‘That’s very interesting.’ He added: ‘Will you see him with me, sir?’

      ‘No, I think not,’ said Johnny slowly. ‘I think I’d rather he didn’t see me. Perhaps Colin will go with you?’

      Colin looked at him and said: ‘Certainly.’

      He and Malcolm left at a quarter-past two. Before that Malcolm went upstairs for a moment, Sandy and Kate went off on some ploy of their own, and Johnny said: ‘I don’t want to keep harping, Colin, but please remember that this man is really smooth. Don’t underestimate him because his sales talk is a little obvious. It may not be the attack at all; it may be only the smoke-screen.’
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      It was a quarter to four when Colin and Malcolm came back. Neither of them spoke at once. Colin’s greying hair stood up on end, and Sally remembered that he had a habit of running his fingers through it when he was worried. He dropped into a chair, took out a handkerchief, and wiped his face. Malcolm looked a little sick. The others gave them time.

      At last Colin said: ‘Well, I won’t say what I think of your gentleman because, hardened as Sally and Sheila are, they’re gently bred, and Malcolm is rather young. We’ll just tell you what happened. Malcolm, would you like…?’

      ‘No, thanks,’ said Malcolm. ‘You carry on.’

      ‘All right. Mackintosh-Gordon drove up in his Jaguar on the stroke of the half-hour. Mrs Macpherson was at the house, so we’d asked her to show him in. She did it very correctly, but with an air of absolute outrage, and I don’t blame her. Did you see his tweeds and his tartan tie? They go so well with his violet-scented hair grease.’

      ‘Be thankful he isn’t wearing the kilt,’ said Johnny.

      ‘God forbid! Well, I think he was slightly annoyed by finding a third-party present, but he made a quick recovery and didn’t complain. He was very oily, and Malcolm cut his civilities rather short and asked him what he wanted. Well, he was interested in the library. He’d heard about it, and as he’d happened to be passing on his way south from Lord Glenurquhart’s place he thought he’d just look in in the hope that Sir Malcolm would let him have a look at it. He was quite aware, of course, that Sir Malcolm was probably not quite yet in a position to make any business arrangement, but, if he might just look through it, he might be able to make an offer to the estate trustees.

      ‘Malcolm ignored that for the moment. He went rather innocent and Victorian choirboy and asked how Mr Mackintosh-Gordon had heard about the library. He knew, of course, that Mr MG had called on his grandfather in April, but how had he heard about it before that? He — Malcolm — didn’t think it had ever been written up or anything, and he didn’t think it was a valuable library.’

      Johnny laughed, Malcolm grinned a little sheepishly, and Colin went on. ‘MG blinked a little, but he forgot to tell us how he had heard about it and said one never knew. Libraries in houses as old as Affray were often interesting and valuable. We would be surprised at the things he had found. He proceeded to surprise us and went on doing it for about a quarter of an hour. Personally, I was very surprised. One of the things he had found was a First Edition of The Pilgrim’s Progress which had cost him nearly a thousand pounds, and one was something printed by Caxton which had cost him double that.’

      ‘I’m surprised too,’ said Johnny dryly.

      ‘Yes. I know nothing about rare books, but I thought you might be. I was even more surprised to learn that the owners of these books had had no idea of their value, but that MG had told them and had paid them a fair — even a generous — price.

      ‘Finally, he came back to the point. All he asked was the opportunity of looking through the Affray library, a proceeding which he could probably complete in two or three days, and then — if, as he hoped, he found it interesting — he would make an offer to the trustees.

      ‘Malcolm began to boggle a bit, and I thought for a nasty moment that he was being overborne. It wouldn’t have surprised me. Then I realised that he was merely stringing MG along, so I filled in the gaps with weak protests. Malcolm continued to boggle, so MG set out to win the lad’s confidence. He talked about antiques in general, and this time he talked well, if a little condescendingly. There’s no doubt he knows his job. Presently he got on to Jacobite relics and became very interesting. He’s obviously worked up the Jacobite background, which I imagine is his job too. Malcolm took his cue and, without batting an eyelid, told him that the ancestor above the fireplace was believed to have been a Jacobite agent. From there it was only a step to asking him what he thought of the portrait. He examined it quite carefully and then said it was interesting, and he might be able to make an offer for it along with his offer for the library. And so we came back to the point again.

      ‘It seemed to be about time to wind up the proceedings, so I pulled myself together and told Malcolm that although Mr MG’s offer was an interesting one he — Malcolm — was not in a position to give him permission to look at the library. He must apply to the trustees, and if they gave permission all would be well. Mr MG, I said, was a businessman and would quite understand. He did, of course. He said I was absolutely right, and my scruples did me the utmost credit. I provided him with the name and address of Ian Roylance — that’s the WS who does most of the work of the trust — and we parted. He offered to drive us back to the inn, but we managed to refuse. I regret to say that he’s staying the night, but that can’t be helped.’

      ‘Well, I think you did extremely well,’ said Johnny, ‘both of you.’

      ‘No,’ said Colin. ‘The laurels are Malcolm’s. I just sat back most of the time and made inane remarks.’

      ‘You didn’t,’ said Malcolm. ‘If you hadn’t been there, I’d probably have sold him the house with the policies and the forest thrown in. It’s not that his sales talk is particularly clever, but it wears you down. It goes on and on.’

      ‘I know,’ said Sally sympathetically. ‘I nearly sold him Heldar Brothers once. I would have if Johnny hadn’t come and stopped me.’

      ‘Malcolm,’ said Johnny, ‘I’ve got a suggestion to make. You and Colin very wisely stood on the letter of the law where MG was concerned. But when he’s gone will you allow Sally and me to look at that library?’

      ‘I’d be most grateful if you would, sir. I take it you want to find out what MG is interested in.’

      ‘Or what he isn’t,’ said Johnny.

      He wouldn’t go out after tea; for some reason he was seriously reluctant to run the risk of meeting Mackintosh-Gordon. But presently the family wandered away, and Colin said: ‘Malcolm is really a remarkable child. I was greatly impressed by his performance this afternoon. At the start he was pure Buchanan — his grandfather over again and very much the Laird. Then he blended gradually into the awkward and uncertain schoolboy, and at the end, when I’d given him his cue, he merged into the Buchanan again. I think he’s got a bit of his mother’s talent; I gather he’s done some quite good things in school plays, though he’s not in the least interested in the stage as a career; his one idea is to live at Affray. I wish you’d been there to see. But if you had, MG would have had less scope, of course.’

      ‘That’s what I was afraid of,’ said Johnny.
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      Mackintosh-Gordon left at half-past eight the next morning. Before he went, he sent in a message by Narracott asking if Sir Malcolm would see him for a moment to say goodbye. Malcolm, who looked a little tired and heavy-eyed, said rather wearily: ‘Oh, all right,’ and went out of the sitting room before anyone could offer him advice. Five minutes later he came back.

      ‘It was quite all right,’ he said. ‘He only wanted to insinuate himself a little farther. I’ve seen him off, so we can start any time now. That is, if you don’t mind my coming. I’d rather like to see the experts at work.’

      ‘Come by all means,’ said Johnny. ‘But I’m afraid it’s a dull job to watch.’

      It wasn’t a particularly exciting job to do, but it was at least straightforward and comparatively easy. Now and then Sally had to submit a book to Johnny, but generally she could judge its value for herself. The Victorian Buchanan who had established the library had obviously bought his books as furniture. They were for the most part sermons by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century divines and philosophical and historical works of the same periods. Very few of them were of more than the smallest antiquarian value or interest, but, for the present purpose, they had one great advantage: most of them were in sets of anything up to twelve or fifteen volumes and as a rule one had only to look at the first. There were a good many newer books, but most of them didn’t have to be opened. The Heldars put aside anything of value and anything with a Jacobite interest, but the two piles grew slowly.

      When they broke off for lunch there wasn’t a great deal left to do. Colin as well as Malcolm walked back with them afterwards, and they finished the job at about three o’clock. Johnny glanced through the books they had left out and then lit a cigarette for Sally and one for himself.

      ‘I notice,’ said Colin, ‘that MG said he could probably complete this proceeding in two or three days, but you have completed it in just under four and a half hours. Presumably one man alone would have done it in nine hours—’

      ‘One expert alone,’ said Sally, ‘would have done it in a bit less. I’m not as quick as Johnny.’

      ‘What have you found?’ asked Malcolm.

      Johnny said: ‘Half a dozen eighteenth-century books for which Mackintosh-Gordon could have asked ten pounds apiece — we’d sell them at seven-ten — and a dozen books of Jacobite interest and no intrinsic value which he could probably have found in London.’

      ‘Then he wasn’t interested in the library,’ said Colin.

      ‘I don’t think so. The Jacobite books might have interested him. If he’d happened on them in London, he might well have picked them up. But assuming he was at Glenurquhart’s place — and assuming he knew they were here — I doubt very much if he’d think them worth a detour of — how many miles?’

      ‘Getting on for a hundred,’ said Colin.

      ‘Indeed? And assuming he had only a general idea that the library might be interesting, I still doubt if he’d do it. What’s more, this is his second visit. Do you know, Malcolm, if he wrote to your grandfather before he came in April?’

      ‘I don’t know. I think it’s most unlikely. I certainly had the impression he meant nothing in Grandfather’s life until he walked in.’

      ‘Well, that’s a little odd too. If one thinks a library is interesting, or that individual books in it are interesting, the normal procedure is to write and ask the owner if one may look at it, or if he would care to submit a catalogue, or a list of books of one particular kind. Of course MG has no manners and the skin of a rhinoceros, and, if he thought there was something really valuable here, he might have tried to rush you. What other books have you got in the house, Malcolm?’

      ‘Only a case in the drawing room. It’s mostly Victorian and modern novels, and some poetry.’

      ‘Well we’ll glance through it presently if we may. But I still want to know how MG heard about this library in the first place. Are you absolutely certain there’s no catalogue — not even a manuscript one?’

      ‘I’m quite certain. I remember Grandfather’s saying it wasn’t worth cataloguing.’

      ‘Has anything ever been written about it?’

      Malcolm shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘There isn’t even a history of Affray or anything like that?’

      ‘There’s a history of the family which is here somewhere. I don’t think it’s got anything about the library, but it’s some time since I read it. It was written by a cousin of Grandfather’s — he’s one of the estate trustees. It was privately printed for the family, but even that ran into a fair number of copies, and I suppose one or more of them might have come into the market.’

      ‘That’s quite possible,’ said Johnny.

      Malcolm got up to look for the book, but Sally, who had dealt with it just after lunch, was able to put her hand on it. It was a thick quarto volume bound in dark red cloth with a good many folding sheets at the end containing the ramifications of the family tree: a limited and numbered edition, printed in 1925, with the signature of the author, Ninian Buchanan, opposite the title page. Johnny said that with Malcolm’s permission he would take it down to the inn and look at it.

      Before they left the library, Colin glanced up at the portrait. ‘You don’t think he was interested in that? Personally I don’t because it really doesn’t seem to be interesting and because he displayed an interest in it.’

      ‘I’m inclined to agree,’ said Johnny. ‘On the other hand, he did look at it on his first visit when he wasn’t expecting an audience. I don’t know.’

      They uncovered a mahogany glass-fronted bookcase in the drawing room, and Johnny ran his eye along the books and opened about a dozen of them, mostly productions of the modern private presses bound in vellum. They were worth a few pounds between them but probably not to Mackintosh-Gordon.
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      After dinner Johnny settled down with the History of the Family of Buchanan of Affray, together with its Collaterals. He seemed to be reading it rather thoroughly, and he had still a fair way to go when Malcolm was directed to bed and paused to ask him if he had found anything interesting.

      ‘I can’t say I have,’ he said. ‘So far, the library has been referred to only as a room and not as a collection of books. It was evidently known as the Long Room in the earlier days.’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Malcolm.

      ‘The portrait is just mentioned but only in connection with the original. ‘Charles Buchanan, whose portrait by an unknown artist hangs in the library.’ That certainly wouldn’t be enough to arouse MG’s interest if he read it.’

      ‘No. Well, perhaps something else will turn up.’ Malcolm yawned suddenly and uncontrollably, apologised, and went away.

      Johnny took the History to bed with him. Towards half-past eleven he laughed a little and said: ‘Here’s the family ghost, in Cousin Ninian’s rather Victorian English. Or are you too sleepy?’

      ‘No,’ said Sally drowsily. ‘Read it.’

      ‘Well, Archibald Buchanan married suitably and had a son, but his wife died when the boy was born.

      
        
        ‘For twenty years the bereaved Laird remained a widower. In the autumn of 1839, however, at the age of fifty-three, he returned from a prolonged sojourn in Edinburgh to announce to his son Hector his intention of making a second marriage. This time his choice was not a fortunate one. The lady, who was his junior by more than twenty years, was Miss Margaret Thirlestane, the eldest daughter of Dugald Thirlestane, Writer to the Signet. Not only was the proposed marriage held to be something of a mésalliance, but what was worse, it was beyond doubt that the Thirlestane stock was tainted by insanity. The Laird, however, obstinately refused to hear the representations of his family and friends and went so far as to quarrel with his son and forbid the latter his house.

        

      

      ‘Poor infatuated man,’ said Johnny.

      
        
        ‘The marriage took place in January 1840, and before long an old man’s folly was visited upon him. The second Lady Buchanan had always been of a nervous and somewhat hysterical temperament, and as time went on, this manifested itself more and more painfully. The Laird was subjected to the constant torment of an unreasonable and exigent wife, whose principal subject of discontent was what she chose to term her husband’s poverty. (Archibald, although not a wealthy man for his station, had enough to keep her in perfect comfort.) It seems that even in the presence of his relatives, and of such other rare visitors as came to Affray in that distressful time, she would cry out that they lived like paupers, and would add a curious assertion: namely, that if the Laird would but forget his niggardliness, and sell that which might well be sold, they would be rich. The Laird always responded, with the utmost courtesy, that she was mistaken: he had nothing to sell. This obsession, however, grew upon the lady, and the wretched circumstances so told upon Archibald that, once a robust man, he steadily declined in health and spirits, until he was no more than a shadow of his former self.

        ‘In January 1845, after a journey to Inverallan which he insisted upon making on horse-back and in bitter weather, he contracted a chill, and it was soon plain that he had but little time to live. He was most anxious to see his son, who was by now married and living in Edinburgh, but it is said that Lady Buchanan sent no letter to Hector. She never left her husband’s bedside, and the servants later reported, strangely enough, that all her energies were devoted to a frantic attempt to persuade him to confide in her a message or a letter for his son. This, however, he steadfastly refused to do, save that he bade her charge the lad to observe the family motto, and he went to his fathers on the last day of January, without having yielded to her representations.

        ‘In the meantime, an aged servant of the house had taken it upon himself to write to his young master. The latter, hastening home, found his father’s body barely cold, and, in the library, a terrified estate carpenter who had begun to tear down the Memel pine panelling under the frenzied orders of the widow, who would have it that there was something of value behind it. It was plain that the unfortunate lady was quite out of her mind, and she was confined, under the care of a nurse, to two rooms at the eastern end of the house. There she lived for another ten years, and at intervals was to be heard running about her rooms, crying in a high voice, and beating and tearing at the panelling — still, it seemed, in search of what she had sought in the library. Was it that which might well be sold? It seems certain, however, that this was the purest delusion, for Archibald seems always to have denied the existence of any such potential source of wealth, and her stepson knew nothing of it.

        ‘And so, now and then, she still runs and cries, and more especially at a time when some calamity is about to fall upon the family…’

        

      

      Johnny broke off. ‘That’s about all,’ he said. ‘The rest is merely gruesome.’

      Sally was wide awake now. ‘Do you think there was some sort of treasure in the house?’

      ‘I don’t know. The ravings of a mad stepmother are very far from being evidence, so I should say probably not. In any case, darling, if you want to imply that Mackintosh-Gordon is after treasure, he’s certainly not after it on the strength of this. It’s far too tenuous for a hard-headed man of business. And anyway, there’s nothing to suggest that the treasure — if any — was something in his line.’

      ‘You’re infuriatingly logical. I like buried treasure. It would be a little light relief for Malcolm, too.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny. ‘He needs some, doesn’t he? He’s almost too controlled, that lad. And he isn’t sleeping, which at his age is rather distressing. One can see that.’

      ‘You want to sort this out for Malcolm, don’t you?’

      ‘I do rather,’ said Johnny. He laid the History on the table between their beds and turned out the light.
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      The hypothetical treasure provided a little light relief. Malcolm and Sandy and Kate spent the better part of the next day in the library tapping the panelling to see if it sounded hollow and feeling it for a concealed spring. They found nothing but an area behind the portrait of Charles Buchanan where the woodwork had been patched, no doubt after Margaret Buchanan’s attack on it.

      The Heldars and Colin strolled up before tea with Angus enthusiastically chasing rabbits which had long since been killed off by myxomatosis. The family wasn’t prepared to come home yet, so, after a little, they left the house and strolled back in the direction of the short-cut. They were on the twisting path between the rhododendrons when Niven came round the bend ahead of them and halted abruptly in front of Colin, who was leading. He stood there for a moment, and Sally noticed that he was a little bleary about the eyes.

      ‘Excuse me, sirr,’ he said. ‘I was wanting a word with you.’

      ‘Yes, Niven? What is it?’

      The Heldars moved away a little and tried to look as if they weren’t listening. Niven said quite quietly: ‘I heard her Ladyship last night, sirr.’

      ‘You heard who?’ asked Colin sharply.

      ‘The mad Lady Buchanan, sirr. Do ye not know the story?

      ‘Yes, I know it. Where did you hear her?’

      ‘She was in the library. And that’s bad, sirr. Gey bad.’ Niven drew breath. ‘I was up at Clachnaharry last night, and it was late when I came back. I came along the road through the trees, and in by the gate in the dyke, and over to the avenue. I was just going past the hoose, and I heard a noise inside. I came off the bike for I thought mebbe it was somebody that had no right to be there. I heard the noise again, and it was a kind o’ a scraping noise as if somebody was scrabbling on the panels o’ the wall. It was then I knew it would be her Ladyship.’ Niven’s deep voice went suddenly high. ‘I’m telling ye, sirr, the hair rose up on ma heid. For a wee while I couldnae stir hand nor foot. Then the life came back to me and I got on to the bike and away to the lodge. But I couldnae ride straight and I was near coming off. It was a long, long time before I was able to sleep.’ He drew breath again, and his breath whistled a little. Then he went on.

      ‘You know what it means, sirr. I’ve been at Affray a long time. In nineteen-sixteen, when I was a laddie, one o’ the lasses at the hoose saw her Ladyship in the front hall, and two days later the telegram came to say Mr David was killed — that was the Laird’s brother. Then when Mr Charles the younger was taken ill at Oxford, and the Laird was sent for to go doon there, Davidson saw her, and we knew fine before we were told that Mr Charles was dead. Davidson saw her again at the time o’ Dunkirk, when Mr Jimmie was killed, and he heard her the night Mr Mungo was shot doon. Aye, and the Laird must have heard her or seen her for when the news came it was easy seen he was expecting it.’ Niven paused. ‘And noo there’s just the one o’ them left, sirr.’

      Colin was silent for a moment. Then he said a little abruptly: ‘Yes, Niven. Well, I think there are other possible explanations of what you heard, but we needn’t go into that. You’ll keep this to yourself, won’t you?’

      ‘Aye, sirr, I will.’ He sighed a little. ‘But I’ll no’ forget on it.’

      He moved on past Colin and the Heldars, touching his old cap, and disappeared round the bushes.

      No one spoke until they had crossed the dyke and were in the woods. Then Colin said: ‘There was no point in arguing with him. He’s an obstinate old creature. But I think the most likely explanation is that he was tight. He has an occasional party with old Black at Clachnaharry — that’s one of the farms up the glen — and he’s looking a bit jaded now. Mrs Macpherson told Sheila the other day she thought there were rats in the house, and that may have been what he heard. Anyway, I don’t believe he’s a reliable witness. But I think, if you don’t mind, we won’t mention this to Sheila. She’s inclined to look upon Malcolm as one of her own.’

      Which probably wouldn’t be a very difficult thing to do, thought Sally. Niven’s story with its nightmare quality was sufficiently disquieting. Malcolm’s own matter-of-fact acceptance of her Ladyship was even more so because it completely lacked any element of drama. It was clear that Colin, who had little or no Highland blood in him, was uneasy, and she was aware that Johnny wasn’t quite happy either.
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      The family came back at dinner time without any treasure but with a magazine which they seemed to think interesting. It was a copy of the Scottish Historical Journal for the second quarter of the current year.

      ‘Grandfather didn’t take it,’ said Malcolm, ‘as far as I know. But this number has got an article by Cousin Ninian on the House of Affray, so I expect Cousin N sent it to him.’

      Johnny read the article aloud after dinner. Like the family history, it was written in slightly archaic English and a little long-winded. It was interesting, but only one paragraph seemed even remotely relevant to the matter in hand.

      After a very brief account of the family ghost, Cousin Ninian went on to say: ‘Apart from this well-authenticated phenomenon, Affray is, for the romantic, a house of disappointments. There is no secret chamber, no hidden staircase — or, if there is, it has been long forgotten. There is, sad to say, no apparent link with the cause of Jacobitism, such as every well-regulated Highland house of this age should possess. Charles Buchanan, born in 1695, was lame of one leg and unable to support the rigours of a campaign, and his sons were too young to follow Charles Edward. There is, indeed, some suggestion that their mother, a Cameron of Loy, not only shared the passionate sympathies which brought about the downfall of her own house but rendered a service of some sort to the Prince for which in his latter years he showed but little gratitude. Lord John Sanquhar tells us in his memoirs that Charles Edward in his cups berated Cameron of Loy for bungling his financial affairs and included the devoted Cameron’s sister in his indictment. What her service may have been, however, no one knows.’

      ‘But we do know,’ said Kate, bouncing up and down on the sofa. ‘It’s perfectly obvious. She hid some treasure for him, and that’s what MG’s looking for. It’s what the mad Lady Buchanan was looking for too. Her silly old husband must have told her about it, though he had the sense not to tell her exactly where it was. It was probably the Loch Arkaig treasure. You know, Daddy; you told us about it.’

      ‘I did,’ said Colin. ‘And I admit the Loch Arkaig treasure has never been found as far as anyone knows. But I must point out, my love, that Loch Arkaig is getting on for eighty miles from here, and the Prince’s war chest was a pretty bulky affair. If they ever dug it up — which seems unlikely, unless they were going to ship it to France — there were loyal houses nearer than this where they could have hidden it.’

      ‘You are damping,’ said Kate. ‘Johnny, don’t you think it could be?’

      ‘Johnny?’ said Colin. ‘Johnny? You impertinent child.’

      ‘He likes being called Johnny. He told me so.’ Kate went and sat on the arm of Johnny’s chair. ‘Don’t you think it might be?’

      ‘Frankly, Katie, I don’t think it’s very likely.’

      ‘Do you think,’ said Malcolm, ‘we could go to Inverallan and see if we can find Lord John Sanquhar, whoever he is, in the public library? Unless you think they’d have him at Bridge of Aird? He isn’t at Affray; we looked.’

      ‘I doubt if they’d have him at Bridge of Aird. We might find an English translation of him at Inverallan; he has a strong Jacobite connection. He was a younger son of Lord Chirnside — a respectable Whig family. But he was surprisingly dissolute as a young man — he lost a fortune at the gaming tables for one thing — and the family felt it would be better without him. So he was encouraged to go abroad and stay there, and somewhere in the latter seventeen-sixties he managed to attach himself to Charles Edward, who by that time had succeeded his father as titular King and settled in Rome. Sanquhar had a passion for any form of card game, which probably endeared him to Charles. I’ve just glanced at his memoirs. They were written in French, perhaps because he had spent years in France and it came natural to him, or perhaps because he was a bit of a poseur. The French edition is rare, though not particularly valuable, but the translation is fairly common. He’s very gossipy and often rather dull. But we might see what he’s got to say about your ancestress.’

      But when the family had all gone to bed Johnny shook his head.

      ‘It’s all very well,’ he said. ‘This sort of research is quite fascinating. But I’m very much afraid it’s a glorious red herring. You see, Mackintosh-Gordon is a businessman. I’ve no doubt he knows his Jacobite background and probably his Scottish historical background in general; it’s all part of his job. He may have come across these vague little indications in Ninian Buchanan and Sanquhar. But they’re nothing like definite enough to have brought him here. There’s nothing approaching evidence that there ever was anything that would interest him at Affray, let alone that there’s anything there now. What’s more, though I admit I should love to know what he’s after, there isn’t the faintest breath of an indication that he had any connection with the Laird’s death. Which, after all, is what we’re supposed to be investigating. Besides, from what I know of the man, even the mildest form of violence isn’t in his line, and I can’t quite see him as a burglar.’

      ‘No,’ said Sally thoughtfully. ‘But if there were something interesting there, it would explain what the burglar was after. Could MG have employed a burglar?’

      ‘I suppose it’s conceivable, though it seems extremely unlikely. It’s even conceivable that he employed a burglar who came up as a butler candidate. Did the Laird’s advertisement appear in The Times, Colin?’

      ‘I think it did. It certainly appeared in The Scotsman, but presumably MG wouldn’t see that.’

      ‘He might,’ said Johnny. ‘He’s probably interested in the Scottish sales.’ He paused. ‘I doubt very much if he’d send a burglar to do the job alone. He’d want a professional to get him into the house, but the rest of the job might well be a bit off the average Bill Sykes’s beat, even assuming he was prepared to trust the man. A burglar might explain the modicum of violence; he’d be most unlikely to do grave bodily harm on purpose, but he might well trip a man who interfered with him. And MG’s brains would produce the accident. But this is the purest speculation because we’re up against the same objection. MG certainly wouldn’t have organised a risky and elaborate burglary unless he’d been pretty sure there was something valuable there — and unless he’d known pretty well where to look for it.’

      ‘The library,’ said Sally. ‘He poked about behind the portrait on his first visit. And Mad Margaret had the panelling torn down. The secret was lost then because Archibald never saw his son to hand it on. Normally, I suppose, it would be told to the heir when he came of age, but from what Cousin Ninian says it sounds as if Hector had been thrown out before his twenty-first birthday. His mother died when he was born, and his father remained a widower for twenty years.’

      ‘I don’t think that point’s quite clear. Hector may have celebrated his twenty-first before he was thrown out, and Archibald may simply have wanted to see him in order to make up the quarrel. That’s perfectly reasonable.’

      ‘Archibald wouldn’t trust Mad Margaret with a message.’

      ‘If Hector already knew the secret there wouldn’t be a message to leave—’ Johnny stopped suddenly and turned to Colin. ‘You observe Sally’s methods?’ he said. ‘She makes an absolutely unwarrantable assumption and then leads me on to use it as a basis for serious argument.’

      ‘Never mind,’ said Sheila kindly. ‘It’s perfectly fascinating to hear you detecting.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On the following morning Johnny drove Sally and the family into Inverallan, and the family guided him to a large imitation Scots-Baronial building off the High Street, which housed the public library. Under some local arrangement Colin’s borrower’s ticket for the county library at Bridge of Aird was valid here, and, to everyone’s relief, they found an English translation of Lord John Sanquhar almost at once.

      They went on to the George Hotel and since it was only half-past eleven found the lounge comparatively empty. Johnny ordered orange squash for Sandy and Kate and coffee for the rest of the party and began to hunt through the book. Twenty minutes passed. Sandy and Kate found themselves magazines, and Sally and Malcolm finished the coffee. Then Johnny said: ‘Thank heaven. Here we are. In Rome, in seventeen-sixty-nine.’ He began to read.

      
        
        ‘It then transpired, the hour being a little past midnight, that His Majesty’ — Lord John always gives Charles Edward that title — ‘that His Majesty had staked and lost every penny he possessed, and indeed owed me more than he was in a position to pay. I had seen how matters were going, and would have stopped the game, but he had insisted upon continuing. He was, I regret to say, far from sober.

        

      

      ‘For a man with a past like his, Lord John is very virtuous.

      
        
        ‘I, of course, assured him that I was in no hurry to be paid, but he fell into a great rage, swearing that it was a shame, that a King should be in such a position as to be unable to pay his debts of honour. He complained awhile of his sad estate, and then, turning upon Cameron of Loy, who stood beside his chair, he informed him roundly, that he was to blame for his sad condition.

        

      

      ‘Not a frightfully good translation, this.

      
        
        ‘He said, that if he and his sister had not bungled his affairs, he would not now be poorer than any in his own land — nay, he would be wearing the crown of his fathers.

        

      

      Very muddled pronouns, but one sees what he means.

      
        
        ‘Cameron turned pale as death and seemed for a moment to be incapable of replying. He answered at last, that if he might but come to blows with His Majesty, His Majesty’s fortunes would be restored.’

        

      

      ‘What an extraordinary statement. Come to blows with his King? And his King doesn’t seem to have been outraged.

      
        
        ‘His Majesty asked how that could be, and said it was unfortunate that no younger man was available.

        

      

      ‘To fight him or to fight Cameron? And that’s all.’

      Sandy giggled, and Sally said: ‘I think there must be a mistake in the translation. It isn’t good, as you say.’

      ‘You don’t think,’ asked Sandy, ‘that the child is right after all’ — he fended off Kate’s indignant reprisals — ‘and this has something to do with the Prince’s war chest? Cameron does seem to have had some hand in Charles’s financial affairs, and I think he was a connection of the Camerons who dealt with the Loch Arkaig treasure.’

      ‘He may have been involved with it,’ said Johnny. ‘He was obviously “out”. But how can you involve his sister who was presumably at Affray during the whole affair? Unless the treasure really was brought to Affray, and that seems very unlikely.’

      Sandy nodded gravely, and Johnny went on: ‘The man I’d rather like to talk to is your Cousin Ninian, Malcolm. Where does he live?’

      ‘In Edinburgh. He might be useful; he knows all about the family, and he’s a sort of antiquarian and historical expert. But I think he’s abroad. He called on my mother just before the end of last term. She’s always rather gloriously vague, and she wasn’t quite sure afterwards what he’d been talking about, but my stepfather said he’d told them he was on his way to France to do some research or other and wouldn’t be back till October or thereabouts. He wanted to see me, which was nice of him — we’ve never met. He would have come up for Grandfather’s funeral, but he’d sprained his ankle or something. I had a very friendly letter from him at the time.’

      ‘It might be a good idea if you wrote to him presently,’ said Johnny. ‘Though if he knew any more we should probably have found it in the family history, if not in an article intended for public consumption.’

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Malcolm almost sharply. ‘I’ve just thought. When I was in London at the beginning of the holidays my stepfather did say something rather indefinite about some sort of secret connected with Affray. He didn’t seem to know what it really was, but he was interested. So I’m sure he must have got it from Cousin Ninian. I mean, he’d never taken much interest in Affray before.’

      ‘In that case,’ said Johnny, ‘it may well be worth getting in touch with Cousin Ninian, and the sooner the better.’

      ‘If I wrote to his Edinburgh address,’ said Malcolm, ‘it would be forwarded, no doubt. It might be wiser not to discuss the thing on paper, perhaps, but I can ask him if he’ll come down to Willingham on his way home. Or if he can’t I might be able to meet him in London.’

      ‘I should write, anyway,’ said Johnny. ‘Katie, you’re looking sad. Why?’

      ‘The Prince,’ said Kate. ‘I never realised he got like that. Like Lord John describes him.’

      ‘Yes, it was a sad business. He wasn’t big enough to accept defeat. Never mind, my sweet; it’s all over now. Let’s go and have lunch.’
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      That evening Johnny wrote to his grandfather. Old Father William Heldar was retired now, but he had been in the antiquarian book trade for over sixty years and still had sources of information. Johnny asked him, quite simply, for anything he could get about Mackintosh-Gordon.

      ‘But I doubt if it’ll get us anywhere,’ Johnny said, when he and Sally were going to bed. ‘I don’t like this case. We’ve found three trails, if you can call them that. The butler candidates, whom the police seem to have followed up without getting anywhere, and whom we couldn’t follow up even if we wanted to; Mackintosh-Gordon, and this buried treasure business. There’s not the slightest indication of a link between the first and either of the other two, and no evidence of a link between the second and third. And the first is the only one we can connect even remotely with the Laird’s death.’

      ‘I notice,’ said Sally, ‘that although you refuse to admit it, you’re inclined to think there is a connection between Mackintosh-Gordon and the treasure. What’s more, you suspected MG from the moment you knew he wanted to buy the library. Otherwise you wouldn’t have refused to meet him.’

      Johnny grinned a little. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘When a man like MG tries persistently to buy a library that is apparently valueless, one naturally has one’s suspicions. It’s obvious he wants something and wants it quite badly. And there’s another thing. It’s exceedingly annoying, but I think Malcolm is holding out on us.’

      ‘Malcolm?’

      ‘Yes. Malcolm and, I believe, Sandy. They’ve both got that look you have when you meet your house master after enjoying a quiet cigarette behind the fives-courts. I tackled Malcolm before dinner when I found him alone. I’d noticed that he seemed damn sure Mackintosh-Gordon was after the treasure, and he’s several years more realistic than Sandy and Kate. So I asked him point-blank if he knew of any sort of treasure connected with Affray. Not what it was; just if he knew. He said he didn’t, and he was certainly telling the truth, but he was extremely embarrassed. He undoubtedly knows something and almost certainly something relevant to the investigation. From what he said this morning, I imagine it isn’t the secret which Ninian seems to have mentioned to step-papa, but as it may be some sort of family secret. I don’t feel I can press him. Why Sandy should be in on a Buchanan family secret, I don’t know, but he may have happened on it accidentally — perhaps with Malcolm. The unfortunate thing is that it all tempts me to assume that MG is looking for this unauthenticated treasure. You tempt me too, of course. And assumptions may be dangerous.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      In the days that followed the conviction grew upon Sally that the cause they were trying to serve was as lost as that of the Jacobites. Johnny took her and Malcolm into Inverallan again, and the three of them spent hours in the public library brooding over Jacobite and county histories and found several references to the Buchanans and the House of Affray, but nothing to the purpose. The family spent a great deal of time in the Affray library, and Malcolm didn’t seem to grow tired of tapping the panelling, which was perhaps suggestive. The furniture was moved into the middle of the room, the books lay in piles on the floor, and Mrs Macpherson gave up any attempt at cleaning. The Heldars went for walks with, or more often without, the family and sometimes, to his deep distress, Angus, who couldn’t be taken on the moors in the season. Johnny did a little unsuccessful fishing, and everyone except Sheila, who stayed on duty at the inn, climbed Cam Ruadh.

      It was an easy hill, not too much even for Kate when she was driven to within a couple of miles of the foot, and quite safe as long as one chose a clear day and kept away from the western precipice. But when Malcolm and Sandy suggested doing Sgor Dearg, which was within the boys’ powers but not quite so safe, Colin hesitated and found various reasons why he and Johnny couldn’t go. Johnny supported him, and before his reluctance became too obvious the weather broke. But Sally knew why he had turned the thing down. They hadn’t discussed Niven’s story again — there was nothing more to be said about it — but uneasiness hung over them like a small cloud which might grow into thick mist. When the weather broke and the Highland rain fell heavily all day, and they grew a little tired of tramping through wet heather with the hills blotted out and the steady downpour on their shoulders, Sally found herself becoming more and more anxious. The long hours indoors told on her nerves. Johnny was uncomfortable too, though he didn’t admit it, and presently they joined the treasure-hunting party which was indefatigably cheerful and optimistic.

      But at last Johnny had a voluminous letter from Old Father William, who knew a surprising amount, even for him, about Mackintosh-Gordon. He had spent a few days chatting to old friends in the various antiquarian trades and bringing his knowledge up to date. He was naturally a cautious man, and he wouldn’t have said as much as he did to anyone but Johnny.

      He mentioned a fact which Johnny already knew: that for a long time it had been rumoured in the antiquarian book trade that Mackintosh-Gordon ‘made up’ imperfect copies of rare books by supplying missing pages from other imperfect copies — a practice once more common than it should have been but now generally regarded as thoroughly immoral. He went on to say that it was also rumoured here and there that ‘the gentleman in question’ went rather farther and sold various articles of alleged antiquity which were in fact complete fakes — generally accompanied by a surprisingly convincing pedigree. There was a story of a snuff box said to have belonged to the old Chevalier and sold for a ridiculous price to a collector in the States, which was now arousing the grave doubts of the experts.

      There was also some more relevant matter. ‘You may remember,’ Father William continued, ‘the 1664 Salisbury — The London Pentameron — which was stolen from James Savelard’s library about four years ago. Last year, when Martin Heriot was travelling in the States on his firm’s business, he saw in a small private library a copy which he was able to identify with very reasonable certainty as the Savelard copy. He asked the owner how he had acquired it and was told that he had bought it from Mackintosh-Gordon. He appeared to have no idea that he had been sold stolen goods. Heriot had a talk with Scotland Yard on his return, but as far as he knows no action was taken. He discovered, next time he met Savelard, that Mackintosh-Gordon had made an offer — a very large offer — for the book two months before it was stolen.

      ‘I had a chat with Henry van Dyne yesterday. Two years ago, he says, a Marnier miniature of Madame de Talmond said to have been painted for Charles Edward Stuart was stolen from his gallery. The police said it was undoubtedly the work of a professional burglar — a very professional burglar for van Dyne’s alarm-system is the most modern thing in London. Van Dyne remembered that Mackintosh-Gordon had made him an almost fantastic offer for the miniature some weeks before. He dislikes Mackintosh-Gordon almost as much as he disliked the Nazis, and, he decided at once, opinionated old man that he is, that Mackintosh-Gordon was responsible for the theft. So, as well as communicating his suspicions to the police, he employed a private enquiry agent. He discovered only that MG had been in Paris on the night of the burglary, but for some time he continued to proclaim the man’s guilt. I remember hearing a vague rumour at the time, which is why I approached him. I am a little surprised, knowing him as I do, that he escaped an action for slander.

      ‘And if I am to escape an action for libel, you had better burn this letter…’

      ‘All right,’ said Johnny when he had read the letter aloud to Sally and Malcolm and the elder Kennedys. ‘None of this is evidence, but let us admit, as a working hypothesis, that Mackintosh-Gordon has a tame professional burglar. He employs this burglar to steal for him articles of antiquarian value which are not for sale — not to him, at any rate. He is always careful to allow some little time to elapse between his offer to purchase and the burglary, and normally he takes the precaution of providing himself with a sound alibi for the time of the burglary. And so far, he has got away with it.

      ‘In the early part of this year, he heard of the existence, or probable existence, of some object of interest to him — we can’t go farther than that — at Affray. The chances are, I think, that he didn’t know whether the present Laird knew about it or not. The Mad Margaret story, for instance, makes it uncertain whether the secret survived in the family. And, as far as we know, he never mentioned the object to the Laird. Instead, he said he wanted to examine the library, and that is precisely what he did want to do. He had good reason to believe that the object was in or accessible from the library; Mad Margaret may have given him a cross-bearing on that, but he certainly had far more reliable evidence. He told Malcolm later on that he could probably do the job in two or three days — indicating that it might take him longer. As far as the books were concerned, that was a barefaced lie; after five minutes in the room with them he’d know quite well what size of a job it was. No doubt he’d have lied to the Laird too, and he naturally hoped to be left alone in the library for at any rate part of the time. If he wasn’t, that would be just too bad; he might be able to come back with his tame burglar to get him in. If he was left alone but failed to find the object, he could still try to use the burglar if he thought it worthwhile. If he found the object, he’d still have to get it out. But he probably had at least some idea of its size, and he may have been prepared to buy the books if he had to and hope for an opportunity of packing it with them. When his request was refused, he got his brother-in-law to write to the Laird. If Rosenbaum had been granted permission to go through the books, I imagine MG would have trusted him to do it. He could hardly have expected the Laird to accept him as Rosenbaum’s representative.

      ‘Well, Rosenbaum’s request was refused too, and MG had to face the fact that he couldn’t hope for official access to the library — at any rate as long as the Laird lived. So he allowed a couple of months to elapse and then used his burglar. He may or may not have seen the Laird’s advertisement and encouraged Bill Sykes to apply for the job. It was his custom, as we’ve seen, not to go a-burgling with Bill, but to provide himself with a suitable alibi. But on this occasion, he departed from custom partly because he couldn’t trust Bill to find the object by himself and partly, perhaps, because he couldn’t trust him not to keep it if he did — or, at any rate, to hold on to it with a view to putting up his commission. They came to Affray on the night of the tenth of June and were clever enough, or lucky enough, to escape observation in the neighbourhood. It’s clear that they didn’t find the treasure because Mackintosh-Gordon subsequently paid a third visit. It would be a fair guess that the Laird had been alone in the house — they may even have taken steps to confirm that he hadn’t found a new manservant — but they were probably too shaken by his death to go on looking.

      ‘I am glad to think that after that they both had a bad time of it. There was of course no Coroner’s Inquest, and I gather that very little information appeared in the newspapers, so they can’t have known whether the Laird’s death had been accepted as accidental or not. But after a while Mackintosh-Gordon began to think it would be safe to try again. He believed, no doubt, that Malcolm would be easier to deal with than his grandfather had been, and, though he knew Malcolm wasn’t in a position to sell him anything, it wasn’t unreasonable to hope that neither the heir nor anyone who might be there to advise him would boggle at giving permission to examine the library. It was simply the first attempt over again. If he made an offer to the trustees it might, of course, be refused, but, even if the object was fairly bulky, he might find some way of getting it out without the books. His conversation about Jacobite relics, incidentally, may have been an attempt to extract any information Malcolm might have about the object or it may simply have been another gambit to win the boy’s confidence. Anyway, he’s failed again — for the moment, at least.’ Johnny stopped and relit his pipe.

      ‘Now that,’ said Sheila, ‘really is detecting.’

      ‘It wasn’t impromptu, you know,’ said Sally. ‘He’s been working it out for days while he’s been telling us it’s based on absolutely unwarrantable assumptions.’

      ‘Don’t give me away, woman,’ said Johnny. ‘It’s still based on the assumption that there’s something at Affray to interest Mackintosh-Gordon and on the considerably larger assumption that Mackintosh-Gordon keeps a tame burglar. I’ve no doubt Scotland Yard went into that point on the strength of van Dyne’s evidence and Martin Heriot’s, but they don’t seem to have got very far with it. All the same, I think the time has come for us to go to the police with what we’ve got.’

      After a moment Malcolm said: ‘It wouldn’t be better to leave MG alone and see what he does next?’

      ‘Well, would it, Malcolm? If you take this seriously at all, remember that most of us are going away, and the house is unoccupied, and there’s no one nearer than the Macphersons and Niven. Can we really leave the way open for MG to come back and look for the object at his leisure?’

      Malcolm hesitated again. He was looking rather uncomfortable. ‘No, of course you’re right,’ he said at last. ‘We must go to the police. Only…before we go, there’s something I must tell you, sir.’

      Like the rest of the family, Malcolm had taken to calling the Heldars by their Christian names. Johnny gave him a keen glance, and he turned rather pink. So, thought Sally, they were going to hear about the cigarettes behind the fives-courts.

      ‘Yes?’ said Johnny.

      Malcolm drew breath. ‘Mackintosh-Gordon went up to the house the night he was here and searched for something in the library.’
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      Malcolm was sharing Sandy’s room, which overlooked the road. He wasn’t sleeping very well, though he didn’t admit that when he told the story. At night the investigation he was helping to make ceased to be an intriguing game or even an interesting problem and became, simply and rather starkly, an effort to find the man who had killed his grandfather. It was right and necessary that the man should be found, and it was his — Malcolm’s — job to see that it was done. He knew that by an instinct which he had never thought of questioning. At night he remembered his grandfather very clearly and was particularly aware that, although there had seldom been the smallest display of affection between them, no one in his family circle was anything like as reliable, as important, or as close to him as the Laird had been. He was even a little afraid, in the small hours, of an influence which might grow stronger now that his grandfather was no longer there to claim him and to combat it. His mother was perfectly charming and entirely unpossessive — possibly, he was beginning to realise, a little too unpossessive. His stepfather, on the other hand, was an uncomfortably strong character and from Malcolm’s point of view, better avoided. This attitude again was largely instinctive. In the last few years he had made a serious effort to discount it for his maturing mind suggested that it was merely a hangover from the cruel step-parent stories of the brothers Grimm, and possibly a disquieting Freudian manifestation. But it persisted.

      On the night Mackintosh-Gordon stayed at the inn Malcolm heard the grandfather clock in the passage strike half-past twelve and turned restlessly in his bed. Sandy was fast asleep on the other side of the room, clearly visible because the curtains were drawn back and the moon was almost at the full. A few minutes passed. Then, quite quietly, a window opened down below. There was a series of scuffling sounds and then subdued footsteps on the coarse Highland gravel.

      Malcolm, wondering very much who was climbing out of the lounge at this time of night, slipped out of bed and across to the window. A small figure was moving off down the road to the west. He saw it plainly in the moonlight, and, after a moment, he turned, went over to the other bed, and shook Sandy by the shoulder.

      ‘Shut up,’ said Sandy indistinctly and snuggled down.

      ‘Wake up.’ Malcolm spoke softly but urgently. ‘MG’s on his way to the house.’

      Sandy sat bolt upright. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Sure I’m sure,’ said Malcolm, quoting Hollywood. ‘He’s just gone off down the road. He doesn’t know the short-cut, and it wouldn’t occur to him to look for one — not at night anyway.’

      ‘So we go by the short-cut,’ said Sandy and got out of bed.

      They dressed quickly and slipped out of the room, along the passage, and down the side staircase. They let themselves out by the back door and made for the wicket gate. After that they ran most of the way through the black and silver of the moonlit woods. They didn’t stop until they reached the edge of the rhododendrons and dropped flat on the hard ground, panting a little.

      Under the September moon Affray was so beautiful that it didn’t seem to belong to the earth at all. It was like an enchanted house in a French fairy-tale, and Malcolm found it a little hard to believe that it would be here tomorrow morning. He was still staring at it when Sandy nudged him, and he listened and heard footsteps on the gravel of the avenue.

      MG passed so near them that they saw his thin, dark face and caught a whiff of his violet hair grease. His movements reminded Malcolm of the slow, fluid, sinister grace of a skulking cat. He walked up to the front door and tried it, but it seemed unlikely he had seriously hoped to find it open. Then he crossed the turf, his shadow going before him, and looked at the library windows. But all the ground-floor windows of Affray were set rather high in the walls, and he was obviously too short to scramble on to one of the sills. He stood still for a moment or two and then moved off round the west end of the house.

      ‘He’s gone to look for an easier way in,’ whispered Sandy.

      ‘Or something to stand on,’ said Malcolm. ‘Come on.’

      They crossed the avenue, dived into the cover of the bushes on the other side, and worked their way up till they were beyond the house. They crossed again and melted into the black shadow of the yew hedge which enclosed the drying-green. Then they moved up the side of the wash house — the last of the line of outhouses opposite the back door — and Malcolm, putting his head round the corner, was just in time to see MG come out of the wood shed with a packing-case.

      They went hurriedly back on their tracks. They were still on the far side of the avenue when they heard a splintering crash and an oath which struck them both as rather filthy. They watched MG disentangle himself from the wreckage of the case, which he had put under the library window nearest to them, pick it up, and go off round the house again. They returned to the rhododendrons, and presently he reappeared staggering under the weight of the block which Niven used for chopping wood. He stood on it, did a sort of male contortionist act, and got himself on to the windowsill. He probably pushed the snib back with a knife — Malcolm found scratches on the sash when he examined it by daylight — and when the window was open unhooked the heavy shutters in the same way. After some further contortions he got in, and to the boys’ annoyance seemed to shut everything behind him.

      After a little Malcolm said: ‘There’s no future in this. I’m going to try if I can see anything from inside. You stay here.’

      He went round to the back, and, being taller and more active than MG, managed to get on to the kitchen windowsill. He dealt with the snib, climbed into and out of the old-fashioned sink, and made his way softly through the house to the library door. The key was on his side, and he worked it gently out and looked through the keyhole. But all he could see was an occasional gleam of light — evidently from a torch — which seemed to come from just round the corner to his left, where the east end fireplace was. After a few minutes, however, he heard a creaking noise and saw moonlight come into the room. He realised that MG had opened some shutters to give himself more light. Perhaps he had discovered that the plant was turned off.

      Malcolm re-joined Sandy and found that he had moved the block to the window nearest the fireplace and was standing on it, looking cautiously in. He dropped back and let Malcolm take his place.

      MG was still using his torch. From his point of view, Malcolm supposed, the risk of the unshuttered window was fairly slight. But it was perfectly easy to see what he was doing. He was tapping and feeling the panelling round the fireplace, just as the family had done. He had taken off his coat and rolled up his shirt sleeves and seemed to have settled down to work for the night.

      They took it in turns to watch him. He covered the whole fireplace wall, as far up as he could reach, went very carefully over the mantelpiece, and even examined the door.

      Then he turned down the room. Malcolm, who was on the block, saw him stop in front of a Jacobean table against the opposite wall. He evidently tried to lift it, and, since it was heavier than it looked, it wasn’t altogether surprising that he dropped it. It scraped hideously against the panelling, and in the same moment Sandy grabbed Malcolm’s coat and pulled. ‘Niven,’ he hissed.

      Malcolm dropped off the block and ran after him, expecting every second to hear Niven’s deep voice challenge them and give MG the alarm. They swung round the tower and flattened themselves against the wall. But they heard nothing, and after a minute Malcolm risked a glance round the corner. Niven was standing on the avenue holding his bicycle. The moonlight fell on his face, and it looked as white as the underside of a fish. Malcolm was a little surprised. He had noticed in passing that MG had left the window nearest the avenue a couple of inches open, so presumably Niven had heard him drop the table. The little man had evidently missed Malcolm and Sandy altogether. But he wasn’t normally a coward. Then Malcolm remembered his evenings at Clachnaharry and grinned. He watched Niven get on to his bicycle and go off down the avenue in what were almost figures of eight.

      ‘And that was about all,’ he said. ‘MG wanted the table to stand on. He covered a higher stretch of wall that way and got in behind the portrait. After that it wasn’t so easy to see him because the moon was going down. But he covered the mantelpiece and the area round it all over again. About five o’clock he put the table back and began to get into his coat, so we replaced the block under the west end window and retired to the rhododendrons. We saw him come out and shut everything up and then go off with the block. In due course he came back and started down the avenue, and we came home. We got in ten minutes or so before he did.’

      Malcolm paused. ‘We ought to have told you, of course. But we were fairly certain you would feel you had to tell the police, and we thought that would be a pity at that stage. We thought it would be much more interesting to see what MG did next. It was quite obvious he hadn’t found whatever he was looking for. We might have had to direct your attention to the library panelling, somehow or other, but the Mad Margaret story solved that one. I am sorry, though, sir.’

      ‘That’s all right,’ said Johnny. ‘I see your point.’

      ‘Thank you, sir. Perhaps I ought to make it clear that apart from what my stepfather suggested at the beginning of the holidays, I’ve never heard of any sort of secret connected with Affray, and I’m not at all sure that there is one. These things are generally kept quiet until one comes of age, of course. But my grandfather was an old man, and I think he’d have told me.’

      ‘You’re probably right,’ said Johnny. ‘Well, tomorrow morning Colin will ring up Superintendent Nichol, and we’ll go into Inverallan if he wants us to. But he’ll probably want to hear your story on the scene of the crime.’

      Malcolm nodded. Then he looked at Sheila. ‘I apologise for dragging Sandy into that. But I didn’t think there would be any risk.’

      Sheila smiled at him. ‘I don’t suppose for a minute there was. Anyhow, he’d never have forgiven you if you hadn’t.’

      Malcolm got up and kissed her. ‘Goodnight, darling,’ he said. ‘I’m going to bed.’

      He said goodnight to the rest of them, pulled Angus’s ears, and went off.

      After a little Colin began to laugh. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘that I’ve ever felt such a fool. I never even thought of asking myself how Niven could have heard noises in the library with the shutters and the windows closed.’

      ‘You mean you heard Niven’s version?’ asked Sheila. ‘You never told me.’

      ‘No,’ said Colin. ‘I suppose we confess. The fact is, my love, Niven thought it was Mad Margaret.’

      ‘And you believed that he’d heard her through seventeenth-century stone walls and closed windows and shutters? Did you know he was tight?’ Sheila looked round at them. ‘Johnny, shame on you. Shame on you all.’
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      The next morning Colin talked to Nichol, and in the afternoon Nichol came out and took Malcolm and Sandy over their story at the house. He also listened carefully to Johnny’s information, and there was no doubt that Mackintosh-Gordon’s activities would be investigated. Whether anything beyond his recent breaking and entering could be proved against him was another matter, for there was still no evidence that he had been at Affray on the night of the Laird’s death. But it was fairly clear that, as far as that was concerned, Johnny had done all he could. He thought it desirable now to write a full report for the estate trustees — he had been reluctant, so far, to inform against MG, for fear of appearing in the light of a rival in business — and Colin, who knew Ian Roylance, the ‘active’ trustee, sent it to him with a covering letter. There remained only the treasure, and a final assault was directed against the library. The Heldars took a serious part in the search now, and remembering the secret door in their own shop, made a close examination of the fireplace and the accessible parts of the chimney. But still they found nothing.

      Malcolm’s term began on the twentieth of September, and he had to be in London on the nineteenth, to collect some clothes and see his dentist. He had shown no desire to go south earlier, and no one had suggested it. The Heldars knew they must go too, and Johnny wanted to see an ex-Commando friend of his, who lived in the Borders, on the way home. It was arranged that they should drive Malcolm as far as Edinburgh on Wednesday the eighteenth, celebrate the end of the holidays by dining out, see him on to the night train, and spend the night at an hotel before going on. Malcolm wrote to his mother to tell her he would arrive early the next morning. He had no answer from her, and evidently expected none, but his stepfather replied by return of post, acknowledging his letter, informing him that his mother’s car would meet him at King’s Cross, and regretting that he himself would be away from home for a few days on business and would not see Malcolm. The letter had been dictated in his office, but even so Malcolm seemed a little surprised to receive it.

      But on the Saturday before they were due to leave their plans had to be slightly altered, for Malcolm had a letter from Cousin Ninian. It was addressed to him at the inn and written — or rather, badly typed on a large sheet of paper — from what appeared to be a private hotel in Bloomsbury.

      
        
        My dear Malcolm,

        I am very anxious to make your acquaintance, for it seems sad that, although we are cousins, we have never met. I had hoped very much to see you in July, when I passed through London on my way to France, but your good mother told me you were still at school. I am back sooner than I expected, and I have a suggestion to make.

        I am here for a few days, doing a little work at the British Museum, but I return to Edinburgh on Monday night. Unfortunately my housekeeper is ill, so for the first week or so I shall be at the Raeburn Private Hotel, Raeburn Gardens, Edinburgh, 12.

        If, as I hope, this letter finds you still at Affray, I should be very glad if you could find time to visit me on your way south. If you are travelling by Perth, it may of course be impossible. But I hope you will come by Edinburgh, and perhaps spend an evening with me before catching the night train. (I should have liked to put you up, but under the circumstances we must defer that to another time.) I doubt if my hotel will provide a really good dinner, so I suggest that we meet at the Lothian Station Hotel on whatever evening — and at whatever time — may be convenient to you.

        Your mother told me you were to be at the Affray Inn this summer, so I send this letter there. I shall hope to have the pleasure of seeing you. Will you write or wire to me at the Raeburn?

        

        Your affectionate cousin,

        Ninian Buchanan.

        

      

      ‘Nice old man,’ said Malcolm. ‘I can’t quite make out whether he’s had my letter or not — if he’s left France sooner than he expected, it may well have missed him. But this is the answer to prayer in any case, isn’t it?’

      He wrote briefly to Cousin Ninian, saying he would like very much to spend Wednesday evening with him, and would be at the Lothian Hotel at about six o’clock. On Tuesday afternoon he had a wire in answer.

      
        
        Splendid. Expect you 6 pm tomorrow. Buchanan.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday was their last day at Affray, and that night, with the perversity characteristic of Highland weather, the sky cleared. Wednesday was mild and sunny, with the hills standing blue and distant at the glen-head and the rowans flaming on the edge of the woods. Sandy and Kate, who didn’t go back for another day or two, decided to go up the glen in the afternoon, and tried very hard indeed not to gloat over it. The Heldars and Malcolm said good-bye just before midday, and drove away.

      But they enjoyed the day. In the strath the long grass was turning to the bright orange-tawny which came with autumn, and the river ran golden-brown in the sun. On the great barrier of the Grampians there were still bright slopes and patches of flowering heather, and even the high moors about Dalwhinnie, where they stopped for lunch, seemed no longer barren. They crossed the summit, and still in sunshine ran unhurriedly down the other side and through the woods and little hills by Garry and Tummel, and dropped down to the flatter lands of the Tay valley. They had time in hand, and as they ran into Perth they decided to make for the ferry across the Forth — and show Malcolm a road which was new to him — instead of Kincardine Bridge.

      It was a mistake. Soon after Kinross the south-bound traffic began to thicken, and all the way through the golden cornfields of Fife it grew heavier, until they arrived at North Queensferry and found a queue of cars a quarter of a mile long.

      ‘I don’t think this can be normal,’ said Johnny. ‘It’s nearly five o’clock now. Malcolm, hop out and walk on and ask any official you can find how long we’re likely to be held up.’

      ‘I’d better try to ring up Cousin Ninian if we’re going to be late,’ said Malcolm, and went off.

      He didn’t re-join them for nearly a quarter of an hour, and in that time they had moved some way forward.

      ‘The AA man at the pier told me we should be about an hour,’ he said. ‘There’s been some sort of agricultural show somewhere, and the traffic is heavier than usual. He said we shouldn’t be in Edinburgh till a quarter to seven or thereabouts, so I asked him where the nearest telephone was. I tried the Raeburn Hotel, but Cousin N was out and not expected back till latish. Then I tried his flat, just on the chance — I thought he might be there, even if he wasn’t eating and sleeping at home, and it seemed a pity to let him go to the Lothian at six and only get the message when he arrived. There was a woman at the flat — I should think she might be a daily or something; she wasn’t very good on the telephone. But she said Ninian was expected back soon, so I left my message.’

      They got on to a boat about six o’clock. The cars were packed so close that Sally and Johnny didn’t attempt to get out, but Malcolm wormed his way to the rail and looked at the Forth Bridge. Fortunately they had been among the last to drive on, so at South Queensferry they got off fairly quickly. But the queue of cars turned with them into the Edinburgh road.

      Johnny drove as fast as he could, but when they came to the western suburbs it was twenty minutes to seven. They were some way farther in when he said: ‘We have got this straight, haven’t we? If Cousin Ninian can tell you anything about the treasure, and it’s not a family secret, you explain us, and if you think it’s possible ask him if he’ll see us this evening. We shall be at the Redgauntlet if you want to ring up. Failing that, you ask if he’ll see us tomorrow morning. If you leave at all early, you come to the Redgauntlet and look for us in the lounge. If not, we meet in the station at the barrier. Your sleeper’s booked, and we’ll see to your luggage.’

      ‘Thank you very much,’ said Malcolm.

      They knew the centre of Edinburgh sufficiently well to find the Lothian Hotel. The traffic was awkward, and Johnny pulled up for a moment on the other side of the street and let Malcolm out.

      ‘See you at traintime, if not before,’ he said. ‘Happy treasure-hunting.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Malcolm. ‘Goodbye for just now.’

      Sally, glancing back, saw him waiting on the kerb to cross. He caught her eye, raised a hand and smiled.
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      The Heldars had decided to stay, for the sake of convenience, at the other station hotel. The luggage was off-loaded, and Malcolm’s put into the hotel cloak room, and Johnny was directed to the nearest garage. There was time for baths before dinner, and the Redgauntlet seemed to be extremely comfortable.

      They dined well, and then found an unoccupied corner in the big lounge. Johnny told the reception desk where he could be found, and they settled down and drank their coffee. They had only just finished it when a page approached them.

      ‘Mr Heldar? You’re wanted on the phone, please.’

      ‘I’ll go up and get a coat,’ said Sally. ‘I expect we’ll be going to them.’

      But when she came down a few minutes later with her own coat and Johnny’s hat, he was still in one of the call boxes off the hall. He saw her, nodded, talked for a minute or two longer, and then rang off and came out.

      ‘We shan’t want those,’ he said. ‘Not for the moment, anyway. That wasn’t Malcolm; it was Colin. I think we’ll go upstairs for a minute — I’ll just tell them to put Malcolm through there if he rings up. No, it’s nothing disturbing, but it’s better discussed in private.’

      They went up in the lift, and he shut the door of their room and said: ‘This is very interesting indeed, Sally. A wire from Cousin Ninian to Malcolm was telephoned to the inn soon after eleven o’clock this morning. It says:’ — Johnny pulled out his diary and found the place —

      
        
        ‘Imperative see you immediately. Arriving Bridge of Aird 3.15 pm tomorrow. Please book room at inn. Ninian Buchanan.

        

      

      ‘And, Sally, it was sent off from London at 9.55 this morning.’

      Sally frowned. ‘Has he changed his plans for some reason?’ Then she stopped short. ‘It can’t be that. The wire Malcolm had yesterday was sent from Edinburgh. Besides, we know Ninian’s here; his daily said so.’

      ‘Just so,’ said Johnny.

      ‘Can it possibly be MG again? But why?’

      ‘I think I see why, though it seems surprisingly bold. MG has had his chance of looking for the treasure and decided he isn’t going to find it without further information. He believes, or more probably hopes, that Malcolm knows something about it. He’s probably heard of Cousin Ninian in antiquarian circles, and placed him as a relative of Malcolm’s; the family history would establish that. The chances are that he believes Cousin N. to be abroad, and he’s certainly discovered — somehow or other — that Malcolm’s never met him. He argues, quite reasonably, that if Malcolm knows anything about the treasure he’s more likely to confide in Cousin N. than in anyone else. So he decides to send up a friend of his own to impersonate Cousin N. The friend will have to know a great deal about Affray and the family, but that’s not impossible.’

      ‘No,’ said Sally. ‘I think you must be right. But how is the friend going to explain his sudden visit, and this…this very imperative mood?’

      ‘I rather fancy he’ll arrive all excited with some information of his own about the treasure — something he’s only just picked up — and hope that that will loosen Malcolm’s tongue. And if Malcolm can’t lead him to it, they can organise a search together. He can persuade Malcolm to keep the thing very quiet — after all, it’s a family secret. And then, with luck, he’s allowed to take the treasure away to have it valued, and is never seen again, or else it’s stolen, or something. It could be worked.’

      ‘So what do we do?’ asked Sally.

      ‘Well, Colin has informed Nichol, who will take the necessary steps. But the Kennedys are very anxious we should go back, and I must admit—’

      ‘That nothing would induce you to do anything else. Or me either. The difficulty is going to be to make Malcolm catch his train. If we tell him, and I don’t think we can keep it from him.’

      ‘No. Of course, we could let him ring up his mother and ask her to cancel his dentist and send the luggage in advance, and we could put him on a plane at Inverallan the day after tomorrow. But if things are coming to any sort of head he might be better away. I don’t know. I mentioned it to Colin, and he left it to us. He doesn’t think Malcolm’s mother will mind one way or the other.’ Johnny glanced at his watch. ‘I don’t think we need ring him up and tell him. It’s hardly worth it, and I’d like a little while to mull this over.’

      They went downstairs again and waited. But Malcolm didn’t ring up, and the time passed peacefully. His train left at ten-twenty, and at ten o’clock, since he hadn’t appeared, they collected his luggage and an hotel porter and went down in a lift to the big station. They took two platform tickets from a penny-in-the-slot machine, and made their way to the barrier.

      There was no sign of Malcolm, and to Sally’s surprise Johnny, who never fussed, was obviously worried. They waited for a little while, but still Malcolm didn’t appear. Three minutes before the train was due to start Johnny said abruptly: ‘You stay here, Sally. I’m going to have a look at the sleepers.’

      He disappeared, with the porter behind him, down the dim reaches beside the lighted train. Sally waited, looking from the wide, echoing spaces across which Malcolm should come to the way Johnny had gone, and back again. The minutes passed very slowly. Then doors were banged. A whistle blew, and the lighted windows of the train moved slowly past her.

      Johnny came striding back, with the porter almost trotting to keep up with him. He said: ‘Come on, darling,’ took her arm and swept her away. She didn’t question him; it wasn’t the moment. They went up to the hotel again, and he glanced round the hall and the lounge and discovered at the reception desk that no one had asked for them or telephoned. Then he looked at Sally and said: ‘I’m going to the Lothian to see what’s happened. It’s nearly as quick as ringing up. If you’ll stay here—’

      ‘No,’ said Sally. ‘We can leave a message, in case he turns up.’

      Johnny didn’t argue. He turned back to the desk and said: ‘If Sir Malcolm Buchanan asks for me, please ask him to wait in the lounge.’ Then he led Sally to the entrance doors and got the porter to call a taxi.

      When they were moving, she said: ‘Please tell me now. What do you think has happened?’

      ‘I hope nothing has. It’s quite likely that Malcolm and Ninian have got so keen on their treasure hunt that they’ve simply forgotten the time.’

      ‘But you don’t think so. Nor do I. It isn’t like Malcolm to miss a train, and it’s even less like him to stand us up. Only I don’t see what can have gone wrong.’

      ‘I think I’ve gone wrong,’ said Johnny. ‘I’ve got things the wrong way round. I think the real Ninian wired from London today and this Ninian is MG’s.’

      Sally stared at him. In the light of the passing street lamps his face was very grim.

      ‘I’m a fool,’ he said. ‘I never thought of it till he failed to arrive.’

      ‘But it seemed so obvious. It’s so much easier to send a wire in someone else’s name than to write a letter.’

      ‘I know, and I may be wrong. But if you remember, the letter-writer gave no indication that he had received Malcolm’s letter. You can never really tell with posts, of course. We’ll make enquiries at the Lothian, in any case, and if necessary go on to the Raeburn. Not to worry too much, anyway. I can’t believe that MG or anyone he was using would hurt the boy. That sort of thing isn’t in his line at all.’

      But he or someone he was using had probably hurt the Laird, thought Sally, and she saw that Johnny’s face didn’t relax.

      There seemed to be an unconscionable amount of traffic. But after a minute or two they drew up in front of the Lothian, and Johnny paid off the taxi, took Sally’s arm again, and strode in.

      They looked round the lounge, in case, but again there was no sign of Malcolm. They went back to the reception desk, and Johnny said he was trying to find Mr Ninian Buchanan, and asked when Mr Buchanan had left.

      The face of the young woman at the desk changed very slightly. ‘Just about ten o’clock, sir, I think.’

      Johnny gave her a friendly smile and said: ‘Do you know if Sir Malcolm Buchanan was with him?’

      ‘That’s the young gentleman, isn’t it, sir? He left just after Mr Buchanan.’

      ‘Just after? They didn’t leave together?’

      Johnny’s manner was having its way. The girl smiled and relaxed. ‘Well, sir,’ she said, ‘they were here in the hall, talking to an elderly gentleman who had just come in, and Mr Buchanan went out all of a sudden by the doors into the station. Sir Malcolm went after him, and after a minute the elderly gentleman went after Sir Malcolm. They all seemed to be in a great hurry.’

      It was clear that the spectacle of three guests chasing each other through the respectable hall of the Lothian had entertained the staff. Johnny seemed to be amused too. ‘Was there a train just leaving, or something?’ he asked.

      ‘No, I don’t think so, sir.’ That was what made it so funny, obviously.

      ‘And you didn’t see them again?’

      ‘No, none of them.’

      ‘You’re sure it was Mr Ninian Buchanan with Sir Malcolm?’

      ‘Oh, yes, sir. He gave his name when he came in, early in the evening, and asked for Sir Malcolm to be brought in to him when he arrived.’

      In other words, thought Sally, the girl didn’t know Ninian. She merely assumed that the man was Ninian Buchanan because he had said so.

      ‘You don’t happen to know who the third man was?’ asked Johnny. ‘I might be able to get hold of Mr Buchanan through him.’

      ‘I’m afraid I’ve no idea, sir. I’m sorry.’

      ‘Never mind; I’ll find him somehow. Thank you so much for your help.’

      He piloted Sally out of the hotel and into the station entrance next door. ‘I don’t suppose we shall get anything here,’ he said, ‘but we might as well have a look while we’re at it. I didn’t want to arouse further interest in the staff by taking the direct route.’

      ‘Who was this elderly man, do you think?’ asked Sally.

      ‘I imagine he was someone who knew either the real Ninian or the pseudo-Ninian. And pseudo-Ninian was unmasked and ran for it.’

      The station was a small one, and at the moment quite quiet. The platforms were at the farther end, and the deserted booking office in the middle. On the left were revolving doors under an illuminated notice which said: ‘Station Hotel’, and over to the right another entrance with a taxi rank inside it.

      ‘No staff about,’ said Johnny. ‘We might have a word with one of those drivers.’

      But as they approached the rank, they realised gradually that all the taxis were empty. Then they came round a corner and saw a little group gathered just outside the entrance. The drivers were there, and a porter or two, and they were all looking down the narrow street.

      As the Heldars came up to them, one of the men touched his cap. ‘Sorry, sirr,’ he said. ‘I’ll not be able to take you for a minute or two yet. It’s one-way here, and there’s been an accident at the corner of Otterburn Square — a hit-and-run driver, seemingly. The ambulance has just come along, and they’re holding up the traffic.’

      At the end of the street, where it opened out against a background of dark trees, a small, ominous crowd had gathered under a lamp. Sally said: ‘An accident?’ and didn’t quite recognise her own voice.

      ‘Will you wait for me in the hotel?’ asked Johnny quietly.

      ‘No. I’ll come with you.’

      ‘Very well.’ He tucked her arm more firmly under his, and they hurried up the street. The ambulance moved away before they reached the corner.

      The crowd was breaking up, but on the pavement they found two policemen.

      ‘Forgive me,’ said Johnny. ‘We understand there’s been an accident. We have a friend who’s failed to turn up, and he was last seen coming more or less in this direction. His name is Malcolm Buchanan, and he’s a schoolboy of sixteen. He may have been with a cousin of his — an elderly man.’

      In the light of the lamp Sally had seen both men look sharply at Johnny. One of them said: ‘The man that was run down was a Buchanan. Ninian Buchanan. We got his passport in his pocket. He was an elderly gentleman.’

      There was a moment’s silence. Then Johnny said: ‘And there’s no sign of the boy?’
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      The Heldars were received at Police Headquarters by an Inspector who seemed to know something about the Affray case. Roylance told them later that the Edinburgh CID had been asked to investigate one of the butler candidates, who had written from an Edinburgh address. The CID had also talked to Roylance himself, as an estate trustee, and this evening they telephoned to him and asked him to go to the hospital and come on to Headquarters.

      He was a little man of fifty or thereabouts, with a keen, lined face, thick grizzled hair, and a small grey moustache. He looked, Sally thought, like a terrier: stocky and capable and very dependable.

      He had seen the elderly man who was lying with a fractured skull somewhere in the no-man’s-land between life and death, and identified him as his client and co-trustee Ninian Buchanan. The passport showed that he had left France only the day before, after a visit which had lasted two months. The girl at the reception desk in the Lothian Hotel had been questioned by the police, but hadn’t been able to add anything to her story. A porter and several taxi-drivers had seen the three guests chase each other across the station and turn left into Otterburn Street — the man in the lead had in fact dodged behind the rank and made for the entrance under cover of it, though the manoeuvre had been unsuccessful, for the boy hadn’t lost him. The elderly man in the rear had been blowing hard and dropping behind a little. The drivers had been mildly entertained, but hadn’t left their taxis, and no one had heard the sounds of an accident — perhaps because the rank was inside the station and the accident had taken place round the corner of the street in Otterburn Square. The square was little used at that time of night, except as a route for the taxis leaving the station — and no train had come in or left since before ten o’clock — and as a car park for patrons of a nearby cinema, where the last house didn’t end till nearly eleven. Most of the houses were offices, and the caretakers were snug in their basements. It looked as if Ninian Buchanan had lain there for some little time before a passerby had found him and run for the police.

      The CID had applied for information to the Raeburn Private Hotel. Mr Ninian Buchanan had arrived there early yesterday morning, saying he had travelled north overnight. He had already booked a room for a week, writing from the Charlton Hotel in Bloomsbury. He had asked at once for letters, and been given one which had come the day before — presumably from Malcolm. He had gone out between tea and dinner this evening, saying he was dining out, and hadn’t been seen since.

      ‘It’s clear enough,’ said Roylance, ‘that there were two Ninian Buchanans, and that the one Sir Malcolm dined with wasn’t the real one. If the real man only got back from France yesterday he can’t have written a letter from London in the middle of last week.’

      The Inspector nodded. He was a big man with a pleasant, homely face.

      ‘If Mr Buchanan hasn’t recovered consciousness by the morning, we’ll get the girl at the reception desk to have a look at him, and no doubt she’ll tell us he was the man that came into the hotel at ten o’clock, and not the man that met Sir Malcolm earlier on.’ He added a shade too quickly: ‘That is, if Sir Malcolm himself doesn’t turn up, but I expect he will. The evidence of the passport is good enough to go on, though. Mr Buchanan must have sent the telegram that arrived at Affray this morning; it was sent off from London at 9.55 am, so he probably caught the Flying Scotsman at ten o’clock — or there’s another train a few minutes later. He would get to Edinburgh sometime between five-thirty and six. And to judge by his telegram, he was going on to Affray tomorrow. But it seems to me an extraordinary coincidence that he should have walked into the Lothian while Sir Malcolm and the other man were there.’

      ‘Coincidences do happen,’ said Roylance.

      Sally said suddenly: ‘It wasn’t a coincidence. Sir Malcolm tried to ring up Mr Buchanan when we were held up at Queensferry, to say he was going to be late. The Raeburn told him Mr Buchanan was out, so he tried his cousin’s flat on the chance. He left a message with a woman who must have been the housekeeper though of course we all thought the housekeeper was ill. She told him Mr Buchanan was expected back soon, but he said she wasn’t very good on the telephone, so I suppose she just didn’t mention that she meant back from London. But if Mr Buchanan came in late for some reason and got a message saying that Sir Malcolm would be at the Lothian about a quarter to seven — well, he’d probably go straight there, wouldn’t he?’

      ‘Well done, Mrs Heldar,’ said Roylance. ‘Buchanan’s housekeeper is not good on the telephone. She only comes in by the day, and I’ve no doubt she went off at her usual time and left a written message for him. And when he got to the Lothian and saw Malcolm he’d recognise him easily enough; to anyone who knows the family the boy is obviously a Buchanan.’

      ‘No doubt that would be the way of it,’ said the Inspector gravely. ‘Now, this letter. You say it was written from the Charlton Hotel?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny. ‘They may have picked the name out of the telephone directory, or they may have invented it; the letter wasn’t written on headed note-paper. Bloomsbury was quite a likely part of the world for Buchanan — handy for the British Museum.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Roylance. ‘And they didn’t know Malcolm had just written to him, but from what you tell me, they knew a lot of other things.’

      ‘They did,’ said Johnny. ‘They knew about Buchanan’s visit to Helena Gaylord. They knew he had wanted to see Malcolm and she had told him the boy was still at school. They knew he had told her he was going to France and didn’t expect to be back till October or thereabouts. They could have laid this business on, of course, even if they’d believed him to be in Edinburgh; the risk of running into him should have been slight. What was much more important, they knew Malcolm had never met him. They may or may not have known, incidentally, that Malcolm was due in Edinburgh today; since the pseudo-Buchanan was timed to arrive yesterday morning, I’m inclined to think they did. There was just nice time for him to receive Malcolm’s letter and confirm the arrangement by telegram. And they must have seen a sample of Buchanan’s correspondence. He wrote to Malcolm after the Laird’s death, and the letter — according to Malcolm — was badly typed on large paper. This one was the same.’

      ‘All Buchanan’s letters are like that,’ said Roylance a little bleakly. It was clear that he liked Cousin Ninian.

      Johnny nodded. ‘And the signature didn’t arouse Malcolm’s suspicions. It wasn’t necessarily a very accurate forgery, because he wasn’t really familiar with the original, but it passed.’

      ‘It doesn’t seem very likely,’ said Roylance slowly, ‘that Mackintosh-Gordon was in touch with Buchanan.’

      ‘No. Buchanan may have spent a day or two in London after seeing Miss Gaylord, but I don’t suppose Mackintosh-Gordon knew at that stage that he was going to want this information. And it would be rather a business to go to France and pump Buchanan, even assuming he knew where to go. It would probably be a good deal easier to send one of his more presentable friends to talk to Miss Gaylord. One can get an introduction to an actress, and she may be one of these chatty women.’

      ‘Yes, but how would that get him one of Mr Buchanan’s letters?’ asked the Inspector. ‘The letter he wrote Sir Malcolm might have been in her house, but surely she’d hardly take and show it to a new acquaintance.’

      ‘Hardly. Mackintosh-Gordon may have acquired one elsewhere. He may have an antiquarian friend who corresponds with Buchanan. Or I suppose it’s conceivable that he did without a letter and worked on a general description of Buchanan’s correspondence — possibly provided by Miss Gaylord. He could have got the signature from the family history; I imagine all the copies were signed.’

      They discussed the letter a little further. Then the Inspector said: ‘Well, we’ll hope Mr Buchanan will be a bit better in the morning. No doubt he was hurrying after Sir Malcolm and not looking where he was going. But there’s no evidence that the lad himself has come to any harm. He can’t have seen his cousin knocked down, or he’d surely have stopped. As it is, he may have followed the other man some way and got wandered; the city would be strange to him, I expect. But we’ll see if we can’t find him. We’ll phone you if we get any news of him, Mr Roylance, and maybe you or Mr Heldar will ’phone here if he turns up.’
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      Roylance drove the Heldars back to the Redgauntlet, and on the way Johnny asked him tactfully if MG had applied for permission to look at the Affray library.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I imagine he may already have been planning this present gambit, and hoped we would give him a chance of looking for the treasure with the help of any information Malcolm might provide. But he evidently decided to go through with it after we’d turned him down. I didn’t much like the sound of his letter, and I made various enquiries about him. I was still enquiring when I had your report, and that settled it.’

      He came into the hotel to see if there was any sign of Malcolm, promised to ring up immediately if he had any news, and went away, capable as ever, but not quite able to hide his anxiety now. The Heldars went up in the lift. Sally looked at her watch, and was faintly surprised to find that it was only just after midnight. She hadn’t realised till now how tired she was.

      They were almost ready for bed when she said: ‘What do you really think has happened? Let’s have it out.’

      Johnny was silent for a moment. Then he said: ‘I don’t really believe that a boy as capable as Malcolm has simply got lost in a strange town and stayed lost for a couple of hours. I don’t think for a moment that either MG or pseudo-Ninian meant him any harm, and I think it’s most unlikely they had any intention of carrying him off if he didn’t talk at the Lothian. I imagine the idea was simply to pump him tactfully about the treasure, and then, whatever the result, allow him to catch his train. Of course he’d discover sooner or later that the Ninian he’d met here hadn’t been the real Ninian, but there would be no trace of the pseudo-Ninian and no evidence of his connection with MG, and with luck they’d have made their final attempt on the treasure before anyone discovered anything. But by a most unfortunate chance the real Ninian was brought into it. The pseudo-Ninian ran for it — and to be fair, it’s difficult to imagine what else he could have done — and Malcolm followed. He probably made a nuisance of himself and had to be mildly abated. Possibly pseudo-Ninian knocked him out. Or if they carried him off — which would mean they had a car handy — they wouldn’t carry him far. They’d probably dump him in some lonely-ish spot just outside Edinburgh and leave him to find his own way back or be picked up. The policemen on the beat will be told to look out for him, and they’ll try the hospitals, and if he doesn’t turn up in the town they’ll look outside. They’ll probably find him tomorrow morning — this morning, rather — at the latest.’

      It sounded very convincing. But Sally wasn’t quite sure whether she believed it or not. Johnny smiled at her and said: ‘Come on, darling. Call it a day.’

      But neither of them slept. Sally kept remembering the small, ominous crowd under the streetlamp, against the dark trees, and Ninian somewhere between life and death, and Malcolm, standing on the kerb opposite the Lothian, waiting to cross. She was acutely conscious, in the darkness, of the telephone beside the bed, but the night dragged on and it didn’t ring. Towards three o’clock she and Johnny gave up the pointless effort not to disturb each other, and began to talk, just as pointlessly, about Ninian and Malcolm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Malcolm lay quite still, because his head and his jaw were a little less painful when he didn’t move, and tried to remember exactly what had been happening. It came back to him slowly. The sound of the sea filled his ears and lulled his brain and at first gave a curiously dreamlike quality to his memories. But gradually they fell into place and crystallised.

      It had started very much as he had expected. He had walked into the Lothian, asked for Mr Ninian Buchanan, and given his own name — a proceeding which still embarrassed him a little because of his title. He was evidently expected, for a page was summoned, and he was led into the lounge and across it to a comparatively quiet corner under a big window which looked out to the castle. The man who rose up from a deep armchair was very much as he had expected Cousin Ninian to be: tall, thin, and elderly, with grey hair and a lean, handsome face, and wearing thick Harris tweeds.

      ‘My dear boy!’ he said in a high voice, and held out his hand. ‘This is delightful. I am very happy to make your acquaintance at last. I began to think you weren’t coming. Sit down, my dear fellow; sit down.’

      The flow of welcome showed no sign of abating, so Malcolm gave up the attempt to explain that he had telephoned to say he would be late, and accepted a glass of sherry. Evidently Cousin Ninian hadn’t been home after all.

      Cousin Ninian asked him about Affray, spoke with affection of his grandfather, and enquired after the health of his mother and stepfather. Malcolm answered dutifully, and decided to leave the treasure till after dinner. It looked as if Cousin N. hadn’t received his original letter after all.

      ‘Your glass is empty, my boy,’ said Cousin N. ‘Let me give you another.’

      Malcolm refused politely, and Cousin N. summoned the waiter and ordered another glass for himself. He asked Malcolm about Willingham, listened with interest, and then embarked on gentle reminiscences about his own school days at Hardenhurst. Malcolm was strongly reminded of The Willoughby Captains and The Fifth Form at St Dominic’s, copies of which were still to be found at Affray.

      Towards half-past seven they went in to dinner. Cousin N ordered an excellent meal and a bottle of claret, and passed on to an account of his recent travels in France. When Malcolm’s glass was half empty he refilled it, and presently he tried to refill it again. Malcolm refused, and a little to his surprise Cousin N pressed him. His mother had recently begun to let him have a glass of sherry before dinner. His grandfather had given him an occasional glass of port, and had recommended moderation in all things. He didn’t know his own capacity, and he had no intention of testing it now. It was perhaps flattering to be treated as if he were entirely adult, but it was also a little embarrassing, and it wasn’t quite what one would expect of Cousin N.

      Cousin N gave it up and finished the bottle himself, and after a little returned to the family. He spoke of Mungo, and Malcolm’s interest quickened. He had never known his father, and had never much cared to discuss him with his mother, who seemed able to say little beyond: ‘Poor Mungo! He was such a gay creature.’ His grandfather had obviously found the subject rather painful, and he was glad to find someone who was both able and willing to approach it intelligently.

      But to his disappointment he got no clear portrait. Cousin N. offered him a series of colourless facts which he already knew, and then proceeded to his uncles.

      ‘Jimmie was a very nice lad. A professional soldier, of course, and very much absorbed in his job. Rather a serious type. I remember…’ Malcolm remembered, with some amusement, what his mother had said about Jimmie. ‘Such a darling, and nearly as much fun as your father.’ It wasn’t difficult to believe that Jimmie had been gayer with Mamma than with Cousin N.

      Cousin N had come to Uncle Charles. ‘A brilliant young man, Charles. His death was a tragedy. At Cambridge, you know. He was only twenty.’

      Malcolm, who had recent family history fairly clear in his mind, noticed that Cousin N’s memory was slightly at fault. Perhaps he was reluctant to correct his host openly, or perhaps his thoughts went a step farther than that; he was never quite sure. He said politely: ‘What was his college, Cousin Ninian?’

      ‘Dear me! Magdalene, I think. I’m not quite sure now; it’s more than twenty-five years ago. But I remember going up for a few days and looking at King’s College Chapel with him. I remember he said…’

      Malcolm listened. But half his mind was wondering sharply just how confused Cousin N was. He knew that Charles had been at Oxford, but he thought Cousin N’s memories of his father and Jimmie had been reasonably sound, and he had no means of judging the accuracy of the other reminiscences he had heard. After a moment it occurred to him to wonder if that was why he had been allowed to hear them. But the idea which had come to him seemed extremely improbable. Still, perhaps it would be wiser to test it before he consulted Cousin N about the treasure.

      He waited for a pause in the conversation, and asked: ‘Did you see Great-Aunt Margaret while you were in France?’

      ‘No. No, unfortunately not. I should have liked to see her, but I wasn’t very near her.’

      This, to judge by his French itinerary, was perfectly true. Malcolm tried again, almost interrupting his host, who had been on the point of saying something himself.

      ‘Have you heard from her recently? I’ve never met her, of course, but Grandfather used to hear from her regularly.’

      ‘No — not recently. We were never very close.’ This might be so or it might not; Malcolm had no idea. Cousin N seemed to be on the point of changing the subject, and he decided to take a chance.

      ‘Pau must be a very pleasant place to live in,’ he said. ‘I should like to visit her there someday.’

      ‘A delightful place,’ agreed Cousin N. ‘I visited it before the war.’

      ‘Did you stay at her villa?’ asked Malcolm. Colin would have been warned by his face. He looked very Victorian choirboy.

      ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Cousin N. ‘A charming house. I remember…’

      Malcolm had managed to hold his expression. Perhaps he had inherited even more of his mother’s talent than Colin suspected, for he was perfectly aware that Great-Aunt Margaret had lived on the French Riviera since before 1914.

      It was perfectly clear that this old gentleman who was rhapsodising mildly about the Pyrenees was not Cousin Ninian. It seemed very likely that he was a friend of MG’s — no one else could have had a motive for producing this scene. And the motive probably was to get him, Malcolm, to part with any information he might have about the treasure. MG thought — and rightly — that he would talk to Cousin N.

      This meant, of course, that the letter from Bloomsbury had been a forgery. Malcolm argued as Johnny was to do, and decided that a well-chosen friend of MG’s might have stimulated his mother into being entertaining about Cousin N. He remembered that he had left Cousin N’s letter in his bedroom in Mallord Street. The lock of the desk was flimsy and when his mother gave a party people could — and often did — wander all over the house. Someone might have looked to see if he had corresponded with Cousin N.

      When they went back to the lounge for coffee, he had to refuse a liqueur. All this alcohol was no doubt supposed to loosen his tongue. Not to make him tight; they wouldn’t risk that in a respectable hotel. But this was probably why they had got him to the Lothian; the Raeburn would be unlicensed. As he had expected, the attack was opened almost at once, and he spent the next half-hour fending it off and reminding himself that MG couldn’t be sure he knew something, because he didn’t. His host approached the treasure by way of Mad Margaret, gave him the Sanquhar reference, and suggested that there were other indications. He had to display a keen schoolboy interest, and make it quite plain that all this was news to him. His host found it a little hard to believe that his grandfather had never discussed it with him, spoke of the romance of family secrets in general, and finally became rather pathetic about the loss of this one.

      ‘I had hoped that you knew it — but never mind. Perhaps I am wrong to press you. I suppose there are secrets which mustn’t be told even within the family.’

      ‘I assure you Grandfather never told me anything about it,’ said Malcolm earnestly. It seemed better to be a little earnest about this, though it would be very difficult to bring pressure to bear on him here, or between here and the Redgauntlet Station. It struck him suddenly and rather forcibly that he mustn’t let this character-actor see him off. He had already realised that any forgathering with the Heldars was out, and fortunately he had never mentioned by name the friends who had driven him down, or said he was seeing them again. Johnny would certainly want to preserve his incognito. Malcolm considered making some excuse and ringing him up to warn him off, but it seemed better to do nothing which might conceivably arouse his host’s suspicions. If the worst came to the worst he could introduce the Heldars as Mr and Mrs Smith from London. If the character-type came to the station with him he would have to catch the train, but the false name would put Johnny and Sally on their guard. If he could throw the man off, of course, there would be no question of going south. That was, if Johnny would let him stay.

      The character-type put out several more feelers, but practice made them fairly easy to deal with. He seemed to know when Malcolm’s train left, so Malcolm thought it wiser to make no move till five minutes to ten, when he said reluctantly that he must find a taxi. To his relief his host merely said he would come to the door. They rose, and to the accompaniment of courteous messages to his mother walked towards the hall.

      ‘And my compliments to your stepfather, Malcolm. I have a great respect for him. A very able lawyer, and a really strong character.’

      Malcolm was restraining the impulse to say: ‘You’re telling me’ when he became suddenly aware that another elderly gentleman had approached them and was about to speak. He was a tall, thin man with grey hair and a face like a sheep’s, and he said with a sort of eager diffidence: ‘Forgive me. I think you must be Malcolm Buchanan.’

      Malcolm was not quite sure what he answered. He knew, in a dreadful flash of understanding, who this man was.

      ‘My dear boy, I only got your message a quarter of an hour ago. I came here at once. I am exceedingly sorry to have kept you waiting so long.’

      Malcolm was unable to prevent himself from looking at his host. His host looked at him, gaped, muttered something unintelligible, turned, and hurried away. It struck Malcolm, a little vaguely, that he didn’t move quite like an old man. He reached a side entrance with revolving doors, a few yards away, and dived into it. Malcolm, without thinking, said something to Cousin Ninian and ran after the man.

      The doors were still spinning, but he dodged in and pushed. He emerged in what must be the Lothian Station. There was a booking office in front of him, and his host was just disappearing behind it. He followed — mercifully the place was quiet, and no one got in his way. Rounding the booking office himself, he saw another entrance a little way ahead. There was a taxi rank, and the character-type was slipping through it.

      Malcolm waited a moment, in case the man doubled back. But he ran on towards the front of the rank, just visible at intervals between bonnets and bumpers, and again Malcolm ran after him, and was just in time to see him swing to the left. The narrow street outside was not too well lit, but he heard loud, pelting footsteps, and remembered with satisfaction that the character-type had dressed the part in heavy brogues. There seemed to be no one else about. He gained a little, and saw the man swing left again at the end of the street.

      It opened into a little square. He could see the surrounding houses, trees rising dark in the centre, a scattering of parked cars round the railings which enclosed the garden. He was running hard over cobbles, and his man was only a little way ahead, turning right, now, down another side of the square. Malcolm came up with him just as he flung himself against one of the parked cars, and caught him by the arm. ‘Come on,’ he said a little breathlessly. ‘You’ve got some explaining to do.’

      The man tried to break away. But he was heaving and trembling — evidently he was in very poor condition — and it wasn’t difficult to hold him. He said on a gasp: ‘Let me go!’ and then something that sounded like: ‘For God’s sake help me!’

      The engine of the car was running, and Malcolm only just heard the light step behind him. He turned a little to see who was there, and something hit him. The lights of the square exploded into a million stars, and he went down into darkness.
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      He rose slowly out of the depths of unconsciousness. At first he was aware of nothing but an intolerable pain in his head and jaw. Then he began to feel an engine — all through him, but principally in his head. Then there was something that tickled his face. It was too much trouble to brush it away, so he lay still, although he realised gradually that he was uncomfortable and a little cramped.

      The cessation of movement roused him a little, but the engine went on. Then the movement started again. After a few moments it stopped for the second time, and to his relief the engine stopped too. There was a shattering bang somewhere near his head, and then something that might have been footsteps walking away or might have been only throbbing.

      Then a vaguely familiar voice spoke just above him. It was almost a whisper, but beautifully clear and audible.

      ‘I don’t like this, Eddie.’

      ‘You don’t like it, don’t yer?’ said another voice, low and harsh. ‘And ’oo got us inter it? If you’d done yer job proper there wouldn’t ’ave bin no trouble.’

      ‘It wasn’t my fault.’ The first voice was indignant. ‘I couldn’t have known the old man was going to turn up. He was supposed to be abroad.’

      ‘You shouldn’t ’ave led ’im and the kid ter the car. Bloody silly w’y of carryin’ on. ’Ere we are with another accident on our ’ands, and we don’t even know if the old man’s dead or not. We won’t know till we see the mornin’ piper. And kidnappin’ as well. Though we might get away with that, the boss bein’ what ’e is.’

      The first voice took no comfort. ‘But they will think it was an accident, won’t they, Eddie?’

      ‘I don’t know. Oh, yes, yes, I dare say they will. No reason why they shouldn’t.’

      ‘What do you mean by another accident, anyway?’

      ‘Never you mind abaht that. What the eye don’t see, the ’eart don’t grieve over.’

      The first man groaned. ‘I keep on seeing him. I shall never forget the moment when I realised the boss was going to run him down. He cried out, and then he came shambling into the lamplight — he was tired. Then the car leapt forward and his eyes — he knew it too…’ The voice trailed off in a shudder.

      ‘For Gawd’s sike,’ said Eddie violently, ‘come orf the bloody stige. Get aht and give me a ’and with the kid.’

      Malcolm struggled with what he had heard while someone stepped over him and then removed the rug. Then they lifted him out of the car, and it hurt so much that for a minute he couldn’t think at all. Eddie said sharply: ‘Tike it easy. You don’t want ter jar ’im like that. ’Ere, I’ll tike ’im meself. It’s easier up them stairs anyw’y.’

      ‘The boss said his own room, didn’t he?’ asked the character-type.

      ‘I ’eard,’ said Eddie. He got Malcolm on to his shoulder in a fireman’s lift, and started off, blowing a little. The character-type followed, clumping in his brogues over a stone floor. Malcolm felt a breath of fresh air on his face, as if they had come suddenly into the open, and thought he smelt the sea. The air cleared his head a little, and he realised that someone had been deliberately run down, only he couldn’t remember who. Then he was jarred again, he thought against a door post.

      At once they were on a steep, narrow stair, taking it slowly. When they reached the top, he opened his eyes and shut them again immediately, for the light blinded him and the pain in his head grew instantly worse. After a moment he forced himself to try again. But his head was hanging over Eddie’s shoulder, and when his eyes cleared he saw nothing but a stretch of thick green carpet. The next minute he was swung off and laid down, quite gently, on a bed. He saw a large pale face above him, and said politely: ‘I’m sorry, but I’m going to be sick.’

      Eddie was remarkably quick. Malcolm wondered afterwards if someone had handed him the Chinese bowl at the door. There was an extremely unpleasant interlude, and then Eddie said: ‘Okay kid. Lie back and take it easy,’ and went away. A few minutes later he returned, and put the bowl and a clean towel on a chair close to the bed. ‘You just call out if you want anything,’ he said. ‘I’ll be around. Try and get a spot of sleep.’ He went away again, and this time he put out the light, and Malcolm heard the key turn in the lock.

      He was thankful for the darkness. Eddie had helped him out of his coat and trousers, and removed his collar and tie, and he lay still with his eyes shut. He didn’t sleep, but for a while he thought about nothing.

      It was a sound that roused him — a soft hushing sound which went on and on, and had been going on for a long time. The sea, he thought. So he had smelt it down below. He had no idea how long he had been unconscious, but Edinburgh was near enough to the sea. They had brought him here in a car.

      And MG had run someone down. Malcolm still couldn’t remember who, so he went back to the beginning of the evening and worked slowly through it. He remembered the scene in the hall of the Lothian, and he remembered, dimly, chasing the character-type. He must have been hit soon after that; concussion — if that was what he had got — affected the memory, of course. No doubt he had gone too far and been gathered in. And to judge by the conversation he had overheard, it was Cousin Ninian who had been run down. He couldn’t remember whether he had seen the thing happen or not, but presumably Ninian had got in the way and tried to give the alarm. MG wasn’t normally a violent type; he must have lost his head. Not that that was going to help him. The Buchanan temper, which seldom troubled Malcolm, was burning steadily in him. Whether his cousin was dead or alive, he would see MG in court for this.

      In the meantime, he must do something about getting out of here. Johnny and Sally would be worried sick about him. It was lucky he hadn’t told the character-type he was going to be seen off, because MG wouldn’t expect him to be missed till tomorrow morning. But even if the Heldars called in the police, he didn’t quite see how they were going to find him. This was presumably a secret base of MG’s — though it was a surprisingly luxurious one. The bed was comfortable, and had all the usual bedclothes, and he remembered some furniture which looked good. And the Chinese bowl. It was like one which his mother had, and if it was genuine it was probably a valuable antique. It seemed very unlikely that this was MG’s own flat, but it might belong to someone in the same trade, or to a grateful customer.

      Malcolm sat up, cautiously but with determination, and drew back the curtains of the window to the left of his bed. The sound of the sea grew a little louder, but he saw at once that there was no hope here. The curtains had covered an adequate recess, but the window in it, pale against the surrounding shadows, was about ten inches square.

      There was a lamp beside him, but he didn’t want to turn it on. He got carefully off the bed, and had to hold on to it for a little while. Then he worked his way round the room with the help of the walls and furniture. There was the table with the lamp, then a gap, and then a door with a rim of light round it. He leaned against the jamb and listened. He thought he could hear a murmur of voices, but his head throbbed and the sea confused his ears.

      Then there was a corner, and then a fireplace, with a chair beside it. He found the chair rather painfully, and sat in it for a minute or two. He was aware of a faint scent in the air, not unpleasant and vaguely familiar. But he couldn’t place it.

      There was another corner, a cupboard of some sort, a bow-fronted chest of drawers with a mirror on it, and then the wall with the bed again. No more windows. He had just got back under the quilt when the door opened and the light was turned on.

      He thought at first that his movements had been heard. Perhaps they had. But Eddie didn’t comment on them. He shut the door behind him and said: ‘Feeling better?’

      Malcolm didn’t answer at once. He had already guessed that Eddie was probably MG’s tame burglar, and the man who had knocked him out. But it came to him now, like a blow between the eyes, that this was probably the man who was responsible for his grandfather’s death. The Buchanan temper burnt up in him again, and with it rose something remote and ancestral and frightening which made it seem logical and right that Eddie should die too.

      ‘You’re not looking too good,’ said Eddie, but there was no sympathy in his voice. He was a big man, and he had an air of deliberate truculence which had been missing before. But Malcolm barely noticed it. The ancestral monster had slipped away, but his anger was settling slowly into a cold, hard rage.

      Eddie came and stood over him. ‘Now, look, kid,’ he said. ‘We’re not going to hurt you if you’re reasonable. You tell us what we want to know, and we let you go as soon as you’re able. We put you down near a station and give you money for your ticket if you need it. We don’t want to get tough with you if we can help it. But if you don’t talk you stay here till you do, and it’s bread and water and maybe not as gentle handling as you’re used to. The cops won’t find you here — you can bet your bottom dollar on that — and your ma will be getting very anxious by the time we’ve finished. So be a good boy and come across with it. Where is this bleeding treasure?’

      ‘If you mean the treasure which is alleged to be at Affray,’ said Malcolm coldly, ‘I know nothing about it except what your friend was kind enough to tell me this evening.’

      ‘Come off it,’ said Eddie. ‘We know damn well you know. Family secret, passed on from father to son — or grandfather to grandson.’

      ‘Possibly,’ said Malcolm, his voice tight, ‘my grandfather would have passed it on to me if you hadn’t prevented him.’

      Eddie turned quite white. ‘What the bloody ’ell do you mean by that?’ he asked thickly.

      ‘You look as if you know,’ said Malcolm.

      ‘I don’ know nothink abaht it. I ’eard yer grandad died of an accident.’ There had been a hint of refinement in his speech, but now he had reverted to the Cockney which Malcolm had heard in the car. ‘And nah let’s get on with it, shall we? Are yer goin’ ter tell me abaht this treasure or aren’t yer?’

      He kept at it for nearly half an hour. He used no violence, but when he gave it up and went away Malcolm was exhausted. The anger had died in him, his head and jaw ached almost unbearably, and all he wanted was to be left alone.

      He was left alone for a long time. He had remembered to wind his watch, and when Eddie came back he glanced at it. Three o’clock. One’s vitality was at its lowest in the small hours, and perhaps they were banking on that.

      It was the same story over again, only it went on rather longer and Eddie’s threats seemed a little more real. When he had gone, and Malcolm had rested, he decided that something would have to be done.

      If Ninian hadn’t been run down, he would have been fairly certain that they wouldn’t get tough with him. Besides, they would probably realise before long that he really didn’t know anything, and stop bothering him. But he had an uneasy feeling that if MG had done violence once — even if he expected it to pass as an accident — he might do it again. He might be rather desperate now. Malcolm hoped very much they didn’t realise that he knew about Ninian.

      Nor was he at all sure that, even if they decided he had nothing to tell, they would let him go as soon as he was fit to walk. The gang was all here, which probably meant that they had intended to go on to Affray, with any information the character-type might get from him, and have a final shot at the treasure. Even if they got nothing from him, they might still go on. And they couldn’t turn him loose, to go straight to the police, until they had had their final shot and faded away. So they would either leave him here, in the charge of someone or other, or they would take him with them. If, on the other hand, they decided to let the treasure go — and if they got windy about Ninian’s ‘accident’ they might well play for safety — they would simply dump him somewhere before fading away. Eddie and the character-type would go to earth and MG would take damn good care that Malcolm never saw him.

      Malcolm decided that the only thing to do was to go with them to Affray. He almost certainly couldn’t hope to escape from here. But on his own ground he would have a fair chance of getting away and reporting to the police before it was too late. It would have to be out of doors, though, where he would have the fullest possible advantage over these townsmen; he didn’t fancy a chase through the little rooms of the house. He began to work on his story. It wasn’t easy, for he didn’t know what MG knew. But he had to take a chance. After a while he sighed, hoped it would pass, and went to sleep.
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      Eddie woke him by leaning across him to draw back the curtains. A whitish daylight seeped into the room, and he saw a small tray on the table beside him, containing a cup of tea and some slices of toast with a scrape of butter. Evidently they had changed their minds about the bread and water, perhaps in view of his state of health, which admittedly could have been better. His head still ached, his eyes were heavy, and he had a bad taste in his mouth. The tea helped, but he had to force himself to eat.

      It was a little after eight o’clock, but it might have been any time of day. From the little window he could see nothing but greasy grey sea and slow-moving white mist. The visibility was about fifty yards. The room was stuffy, and he opened the window, and realised for the first time how thick the walls were. The recess was wedge-shaped, narrowing towards the casement, and when he tried to get his head out his shoulders stuck. Somewhere to his right he could hear the suck and rattle of the tide on a shingle beach. In the thick mist it was an eerie sound. Malcolm shivered suddenly, feeling the chill, damp air on his face and throat. He shut the window, but the room seemed cold now, and he noticed a patch of damp on the wall above the chest of drawers, and another on the ceiling. He remembered Ninian, but this time his anger didn’t really help. Eddie would be back soon. Until now Malcolm had been supported to some extent by a sense that Eddie as a hired bully was acting a part which was unfamiliar to him, and not doing it frightfully well. His scenes had been faintly reminiscent of a not quite convincing gangster film. But in the cold light of morning the bleak realities of the situation came home to Malcolm, and he was glad he had decided not to stand up to questioning again.

      He had pulled himself together when Eddie came in. But he allowed himself to look as miserable as he felt, and he had the impression that Eddie didn’t expect it to be a long job this time.

      He spun it out a little. Then he allowed his denials to tail off, and said: ‘Oh, all right, damn you. I suppose I’ll have to tell you.’ His voice was very tired, and fretful rather than angry.

      ‘That’s better,’ said Eddie, with obvious relief. ‘Come on, now.’

      ‘I’ve never actually seen the treasure,’ said Malcolm, ‘because one isn’t supposed to before one comes of age. But my grandfather showed me how to get at it, in case anything happened to him, because it’s very difficult to find if you don’t know. It’s in the wall between the library and the hall, somewhere near the fireplace. Only you don’t get to it that way.’

      ‘You don’t get to it from the library?’ Eddie was surprised and a little suspicious, and Malcolm could only hope he had covered this point.

      ‘Not now. You used to. There used to be a secret door in the panelling, but after a bit the knob thing you pressed got loose and became rather obvious. So they shut that way up. You could get in by it if you wanted to, I suppose, but it would mean tearing down the panelling, and I don’t know exactly where the door was. The other way is by a well in the wood — the wood to the west of the policies.’

      ‘A well?’ asked Eddie.

      ‘Not a real well,’ said Malcolm impatiently. ‘I mean not a well you get water from. It’s not very deep, and there’s a secret passage running from the bottom of it. There was a castle on the site of the present house, and the passage was a way of escape if the place was attacked. The castle was burnt down in sixteen forty-four, but the passage was incorporated in the house when they came to build that. It comes up somewhere near the library fireplace.’

      ‘Where exactly is this well?’ asked Eddie.

      ‘Well, it’s about half a mile to the west of the dyke, but I can’t remember how far up. Roughly the level of the house but not quite, as far as I remember.’

      ‘Is it a well with a parapet round it, or something?’

      ‘Of course not. It’s concealed — it has to be, because there are steps cut in the stone work inside, and anyone could go down. There’s a sort of iron lid like a manhole cover, and that’s covered with earth and pine-needles, and rather overgrown.’

      ‘Then how the hell do you find it?’

      ‘There’s a mark on a tree,’ said Malcolm. ‘Like a dagger. Only it’s pretty old now, and you have to look very carefully. The well’s six paces to the north of the tree.’

      ‘Look — could you find this mark at night?’

      ‘I should think so. With a torch.’

      ‘Well, how do you get to the tree?’

      Malcolm looked blank. ‘I couldn’t tell you how to get there,’ he said. ‘I know more or less where the tree is, and where the dagger is on the tree. I could find it, but I couldn’t describe it to you.’ Stop there, he told himself. Don’t protest too much.

      Eddie asked a few more questions, and Malcolm satisfied him that there was no door on the way to the treasure that an expert couldn’t force. Then he went away, and left Malcolm to worry. After a quarter of an hour or so he came back.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘We’re going on to Affray, and you’re coming with us to show us that well. And if you’ve been telling stories, God help you. There’s one other thing we want you to answer. Just what is this treasure?’

      Test question, thought Malcolm.

      He said wearily: ‘I don’t know. One isn’t supposed to know until one comes of age, and I think Grandfather left a letter for me with the trustees. I think it’s something or other connected with the Jacobites — perhaps with Prince Charles Edward. But I don’t really know.’
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      Johnny rang up Roylance at half-past eight. As they had expected, there was no news of Malcolm. But Ninian Buchanan was still alive, though still not far from death. Roylance said he hoped to collect a little further information, and suggested that the Heldars should come to his office at eleven o’clock.

      They walked along Princes Street on the emptier pavement beside the gardens, glad of the cool autumn air after a sleepless night, and presently crossed and walked up to Charlotte Square. In spite of the traffic swinging round it and the parked cars, it had the calm dignity of an earlier Edinburgh. The houses looked like Adam’s work. On one side there was an hotel which reminded Sally of an Ackermann print, and opposite it, across the sunlit gardens, the green copper dome of a church, with a golden cross standing against the clear sky. She remembered Charlotte Square later, as an interlude of peace in a distracting day.

      They waited for two minutes in the familiar odour of calf bindings, and then a typist took them up to a big room on the first floor — surely the drawing room once, thought Sally, looking at the lovely proportions and the graceful Adam mantelpiece. Roylance rose from behind a big desk. He was as alert as a terrier at a rat-hole, but there were signs of strain in his face.

      ‘First of all,’ he said, when they had sat down by his desk, ‘I’ve seen Buchanan’s housekeeper, and so have the police. Yesterday morning she had a wire from London saying he would be home about six pm and would be staying for one night. About five o’clock, when she was preparing his supper, Malcolm rang up. As you know, she’s bad on the telephone, and he evidently reduced his message to the simplest terms, for she wrote down: ‘Sir Malcolm will be at the Lothian Hotel about a quarter to seven.’ She went home as usual at half-past five, leaving Buchanan’s supper ready. So you were quite right, Mrs Heldar.’ Roylance paused, and then went on in a flat, quiet voice.

      ‘Buchanan has no very near relations in Edinburgh, and I’m an old friend, so I went to the hospital this morning. The doctor who had seen him during the night told me he had been delirious, and I asked what he’d said. It seems he was talking about somebody called Lord John and somebody called Cameron, about a place called Affray which he was anxious to get to, and about some Jesuit Fathers in a college and some notes he had made there. I was allowed to see him for a minute, and he was conscious and more or less rational, but barely able to speak. I had been warned not to let him try, anyway. He knew me, and seemed relieved to see me, and before I could stop him he whispered something about a book, and seemed to be looking round. I hunted among his things, and I found an edition of Lord John Sanquhar. I showed it to him, and it seemed to be the right thing. Then he said something about a note. That was more difficult, but I found a piece of paper in his wallet with an extract from Lord John. He said: ‘Show Malcolm,’ and after that he didn’t try to speak again.

      ‘Well, the book’ — Roylance laid his hand on a fat octavo volume in worn tree-calf — ‘contains the bookplate of a man called Peter Rutherfurd, who lives in Liberton — that’s on the south side of Edinburgh. He’s a bit of a scholar and a bit of an antiquary and a friend of Buchanan’s. I went out to see him, and he told me that Buchanan arrived at his house about six o’clock last night, saying he’d just come off the Flying Scotsman. He wanted to borrow the book, which he knew Rutherfurd had — he wanted to borrow it for perhaps a week. He didn’t say why, but murmured something about a family interest. Rutherfurd persuaded him to stay for dinner, and he left — in a taxi, with all his luggage, which he’d brought with him — about half-past nine. He said he had a train to catch in the morning, and mustn’t be late. He probably reached his flat somewhere about a quarter to ten.’ Roylance paused again.

      ‘The book,’ he said, ‘is an edition of Lord John in the original French. Do you know it?’

      Johnny took it from him and looked at the title page. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s the first edition — La Bassée’s edition — published in Paris in eighteen-twenty. Long after Lord John’s death, of course. Buchanan must have broken his journey here in order to borrow it, instead of going straight from London to Perth and Bridge of Aird. He obviously meant to show it to Malcolm last night, if he had it on him.’

      Roylance nodded. ‘I suppose it’s the story we’ve heard already. Will you find it?’

      Johnny found it fairly quickly this time. He glanced down the page, and then read aloud.

      
        
        ‘Cameron, pâle comme la mort, parut demeurer un instant interdit. Il répliqua à la fin, que s’il luy eût été possible d’arriver à se battre avec Sa Majesté, on recouvreroit bien le trésor royal.

        

      

      ‘Damn it, the translator was right after all. “Come to blows” for “se batter” is fair enough. But “trésor royal” is interesting.’

      ‘I think “trésor” could be used simply in the sense of money, in the eighteenth-century,’ said Sally. ‘I seem to remember that Prévost uses it that way, anyhow. The translator says something about His Majesty’s fortunes being restored. That could be fair enough too.’

      ‘Pity. But we still have this battle royal to worry about.’

      ‘Not now,’ said Roylance, and smiled faintly. ‘This is the note I found in Buchanan’s wallet.’ He laid a large sheet of paper before them. It was creased, and had evidently been folded small, and on it were a few lines of bad typing. ‘From the original Sanquhar Mémoires, in Lord John’s own hand, now in the possession of the Jesuit Fathers at the College of Saint Sulpice at Lancecourt.’

      
        
        Il répliqua à la fin, que s’il luy eût été possible d’arriver à Affray avec Sa Majesté, on recouvreroit bien le trésor royal.

        

      

      ‘So that was it,’ said Sally.

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny. ‘That was it. Something that represented the Stuart fortunes was at Affray. But La Bassée assumed that Affray was used in the sense of a fight or a brawl.’

      ‘Not very intelligent, was it?’ asked Roylance.

      ‘Not frightfully. But I suppose in a way he was forced to it. One couldn’t expect him to have heard of Affray in Strathaird. Lord John does occasionally use an English word, and like a lot of the writers of his time he scatters capital letters fairly lavishly, so the capital A would be no evidence of a place name. I think it called for a footnote, all the same, but there we are. The thing makes sense now. Charles Edward obviously couldn’t go to Affray openly, and by seventeen-sixty-nine he was almost certainly past skulking in the heather. Lord John says elsewhere that Loy was a man of over seventy, and had been so badly wounded at Culloden that he’d never been really fit since. So they would have needed a younger man for the job.’

      ‘And this is why Ninian came home before his time,’ said Sally after a moment. ‘He’d found it at Lancecourt, and he wanted to tell Malcolm about it. He wanted to see him at Affray, so that they could look for the treasure.

      ‘He was all excited about it—’ It was probably lack of sleep which made her choke a little. Twenty-four hours ago she and Johnny would have been all excited about it themselves.

      Johnny said quietly, to give her a moment: ‘It would be interesting to know if Mackintosh-Gordon has ever been to Lancecourt.’

      ‘You think the good Fathers would welcome him?’ asked Roylance.

      ‘Frankly, no. No, I fancy this is something he doesn’t know.’

      There was a short silence. Then Roylance said: ‘Well. Malcolm hasn’t turned up on his own account, and he hasn’t been found by the police or picked up and taken to hospital. To my mind that means he was taken away in a car. Otterburn Street would have been a little too public for kidnapping — there’s the taxi rank, if nothing else — but Otterburn Square would probably have been safe enough.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny. ‘I should say Mackintosh-Gordon was here in person — probably with his tame burglar, if he really has one — and planning to go straight on to Affray with any information Malcolm might part with. One of them — or possibly both — was waiting in a car in Otterburn Square to hear pseudo-Buchanan’s report. No doubt he was supposed to go back to the Raeburn when he’d made it, and stay quietly there till this morning at any rate. But when he found himself in an embarrassing position he ran for the car, and MG felt it was safer for him to disappear.’

      ‘No doubt,’ said Roylance a little abstractedly. ‘And now? The police say they haven’t turned up at Affray.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Johnny rather wearily. ‘It’s anybody’s guess.’

      Sally said: ‘This is a bad time for Miss Gaylord — I don’t think I know her other name. I suppose she’s been told about Malcolm.’

      ‘Mrs Raxton,’ said Roylance. ‘I’ve been talking to her on the telephone. She’s very calm. She has great faith in Malcolm’s ability to look after himself. Her husband is away on business, unfortunately — she doesn’t seem to be quite sure where — but I think she’ll be all right.’

      There was a suspicion of dryness in the quiet voice; apparently Helena Gaylord had been a little too calm. Better that than an attack of stage motherly love, no doubt. But Sally felt sorrier for Sheila and Colin, when Johnny rang up the inn. She was sorry for Johnny himself too. He still felt that he was partly responsible not only for what had happened to Malcolm, but for what had happened to Ninian.

      Roylance had put them in an unoccupied room with a telephone. They were leaving the office when he called them back.

      ‘Mrs Raxton has just rung me up,’ he said. ‘She’s received a telegram sent off from Edinburgh at nine-ten. It says:’ — he glanced at a pad on his desk —

      
        
        ‘Staying with friends Edinburgh. Flying south Friday proceeding direct Willingham. Please forward luggage. Love Malcolm.’
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      When they had left him, they crossed Princes Street again and walked up Otterburn Street. Even at midday the square was fairly empty, and a little remote. Its high, uninteresting houses shut out the sunlight; the air was chilly, and the little garden seemed drab. Round the corner on the left there was no sign of any accident now.

      Johnny walked Sally quickly round on the narrow pavement. A few cars stood beside the garden railings; a few more came in from the direction of the station and left by a little street which curled back into a main thoroughfare.

      ‘Good enough,’ he said. ‘The place might almost have been picked for a kidnapping after dark — though I don’t think it was.’

      They had come back to Otterburn Street. He broke off and stared for a moment at the cobbles where Ninian Buchanan had fallen, and his jaw was hard. Sally slipped her arm into his and said: ‘Come on, darling.’

      Johnny pulled himself together. He walked on with her a little way and then turned suddenly to face her.

      ‘Look,’ he said. ‘They haven’t turned up at Affray. I thought they might have decided to give up their attempt on the treasure and go back to London. But this wire to Malcolm’s mother makes it clear that they don’t know he’s been missed — he can’t have told pseudo-Ninian that we were seeing him off last night — and that they propose to hold him for at any rate another night. If they’re going to make another attempt, you see, they can’t afford to let him go until they’ve made it.’

      ‘Wait a minute. Won’t they expect the real Ninian to talk? Even if they’ve seen the paragraph in this morning’s Scotsman?’

      Johnny answered a little abruptly. ‘Well, the paragraph says he’s in a critical condition, and it mentions head injuries. They can deduce from that that even if he’s conscious he’s unlikely to remember much about the time immediately preceding his accident.’

      ‘Yes. That’s fair enough.’

      ‘Well, they may have driven up to Affray last night — the wire wasn’t necessarily sent by MG or Bill Sykes or pseudo-Ninian in person — and taken cover in a wood for the day. But I rather doubt if in that case they’ve got Malcolm with them. It would give him far too good a chance of escape. Unless they doped him, of course, but since they almost certainly weren’t expecting to have him on their hands it’s unlikely they had any dope on them.’

      ‘It’s not very likely they left for Affray last night at all, is it, not knowing that Ninian had been run down?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Johnny a little vaguely, and then became definite again. ‘All right, then; where is Malcolm? If you want to hold on to a healthy boy of sixteen who doesn’t want to be held, and you can’t dope him, you’ve almost certainly got to have some sort of base. MG is off his own ground here, so if he’s holding Malcolm he’s probably got a friend. A man of his own kind, perhaps, who’s willing to offer him and Malcolm hospitality and turn a blind eye. We can’t be sure the friend’s in Edinburgh, but it’s probably a safer bet than the rest of Scotland. Well, we’ve got one or two contacts here. It might be worthwhile seeing if anyone can tell us anything about MG’s contacts. I may be quite wrong about this. I’m not at all sure it isn’t wishful thinking. But we must do something, so let’s go and see Mr McAra in Blackwood Street. We may be able to catch him before he goes to lunch.’
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      They took a bus along Princes Street and over one of the long bridges which spanned the valley between the new town and the old, crossed the High Street, and got out just short of an Adam building which Johnny said was part of the university. Blackwood Street, with McAra’s little shop, lay somewhere behind it.

      Mr McAra, whom Sally hadn’t met before, welcomed them warmly. It was partly a matter of business, no doubt, but partly, she thought, because he was a naturally friendly man. They sat in his dark little office behind the shop and discussed the affairs of the trade and were shown books of value or interest. Presently Johnny said they had been in the Highlands, and had met a man called Mackintosh-Gordon — fairly well known to the London trade — who had been trying to buy someone’s library. Did Mr McAra know him?

      Mr McAra admitted cautiously that he knew the man by repute. But after a little of Johnny’s handling he thawed, and said he wouldn’t touch any business of Mackintosh-Gordon’s with a barge pole. After that they indulged in shameless gossip. It seemed that two or three of the other Edinburgh bookshops had been known to do business with MG. But they were, as the Heldars knew, reputable firms. Johnny pushed the gossip gently on to firms dealing in antique furniture and objects of art.

      ‘Yes,’ said McAra. ‘He does a good deal in that line, I believe. Willie Haddon in the Lawnmarket had some kind of dealings with him, and I’m told he’s very shy of him now. But the man that’s said to do business with him is Nevile Patrick in Lady Lawson Street. I have heard that he’s a kind of Scottish agent for Mackintosh-Gordon.’

      ‘That’s interesting,’ said Johnny. ‘And would you do business with him?’

      McAra pursed his lips and shook his head. ‘I’m a canny Scot, Mr Heldar,’ he said.

      They accepted his warm invitation to lunch with him because they didn’t want to hurt his feelings, and because they both realised that Nevile Patrick would probably be at lunch himself. Sally managed to slip away before they ate and ring up Roylance, but there was still no news of Malcolm.

      They found Lady Lawson Street just before half-past two. It was a narrow, slightly depressing thoroughfare running uphill on the farther side of the castle. Three-quarters of the way up, on the right-hand side, were two little windows with gleams of oak and mahogany and gilt in the dimness behind the glass.

      A woman received them — a discreet middle-aged woman wearing a well-cut black frock and a careful make-up. They said they were looking for a refectory table, and she showed them a very nice one. But she was difficult to talk to; even Johnny failed to melt the ice. After a little he asked casually if Mr Patrick were in, and the woman said she was afraid he wasn’t. Johnny hoped he wasn’t ill, and she thought not. He was at home. Her tone implied, subtly, that Mr Patrick was not an ordinary shopkeeper, obliged to put in an appearance every day. Johnny said he was sorry to have missed him, became mildly interested in a shelf of antiquarian books, and asked if Mr Patrick did much in that line. The woman shook her head, but managed to indicate that he was always ready to oblige a good customer, and that he was an expert in that line as in others. After that Johnny wriggled neatly out of buying the table, and took Sally away.

      When they were walking back down the street she said: ‘Can we do anything more?’

      ‘I think we should try. It’s very slightly suggestive that Patrick is at home today, though not ill. I didn’t want to ask that woman for his address, in case she rang him up, but we’ll try the telephone directory. I’m a little reluctant to call on him, because the only way in — and not a frightfully plausible way, at that — is to tell him who we are. And if he is in touch with MG at the moment, and if they know we detect, our usefulness may be limited. Still, I think it’s worth the risk.’

      There was no sign of a call box, so they went down to the Lothian Station, and before they did anything else rang up Roylance again. But still there was no news, and Johnny explored the directory.

      ‘Only two Nevile Patricks,’ he said. ‘Or rather, I hope, only one. In Lady Lawson Street, and at Bogle’s Tower, Forthfield.’

      They asked questions at the bookstall, and discovered that Forthfield was a suburb close to the sea, to the east of the town. There were buses, but it seemed to be worthwhile getting the car out.

      It was a dull drive through dull neighbourhoods. But presently it became clear that they were approaching the sea. The smell of it drifted in through the half-open window beside Johnny; a white haze, only just visible, hung over the grey houses at a little distance, and the air grew suddenly colder. Sally shivered, and Johnny shut the window.

      He stopped to ask a policeman the way to Bogle’s Tower, and was told to drive straight on.

      ‘It’s a quarter of a mile past the last of the houses, on the side next the sea. You’ll see a high wall with big doors in it, and a wee green door beside them. The house is in behind.’

      Johnny thanked him and drove on. The shops fell behind them, and then they were running beside a seawall, with the mist rolling close in over the grey water. The houses on the right fell away too, leaving a dreary stretch of bent grass whose farther side was invisible.

      A building loomed up on their left. It seemed to rise grey and bleak out of the grey sea. It was solid and steep-roofed, and the side they were approaching was windowless. From that side a high stone wall ran back to the road, and turned to take the place of the sea wall. It appeared to enclose the ground in front of the house, and the enclosure appeared to be roofed in. As the car drew level with it Sally saw the big green doors, which suggested a garage, and the little one on this side of them.

      There was really no room to park, but Johnny took the car on to the edge of the rough footpath. They got out, and he touched the bell beside the little door.

      A couple of minutes passed, and then the door opened without warning. They saw a little, sleek, well-nourished man with pink cheeks and colourless hair receding from a high forehead. He wore horn-rimmed spectacles, and he smiled in a gently benevolent way. The whole effect was mildly Pickwickian.

      ‘Good afternoon,’ he said. ‘And what can I do for you?’ His voice was friendly and comfortable, with an accent so slight that it was impossible to define.

      ‘Good afternoon,’ said Johnny. ‘Mr Patrick?’

      ‘At your service.’ Mr Patrick was faintly arch.

      Johnny smiled. ‘We’ve just been in Lady Lawson Street,’ he said. ‘Your assistant told us you were at home, and I’m afraid we went so far as to look up your address in the telephone directory. I wanted very much to meet you, because we’re in kindred trades, so to speak, and in fact I think we both deal in rare books.’ He produced a card, and introduced Sally.

      Mr Patrick was delighted.

      ‘But of course I know your firm! How could I help knowing it? Many people — and myself among them — believe that Heldar Brothers are the greatest antiquarian booksellers in the world.’

      Many people did. But this sort of business gambit always made Sally want to curl up, and she knew Johnny was fighting an urge to become cold and monosyllabic. She squeezed out a smile, and complimented Mr Patrick on his shop. He accepted the compliment deprecatingly, and begged the Heldars to come in.

      They walked into a narrow, covered passage with cobbles underfoot. Mr Patrick shut the door and led the way, prattling cheerfully.

      ‘This is a very queer approach, I’m afraid, and not old enough to be interesting. These outbuildings were put up about seventy years ago — they were originally stables. I use this side as a garage’ — he waved a plump hand towards the side where the big doors were — ‘and this as a store. Rents in the city are high, and I have a van for fetching and carrying.’

      They had come out into a narrow cobbled yard which lay between the converted stables and the building beyond, with the high wall enclosing it at either end. Sally looked at the grey house in front of her. There were windows on this side, but they were only small casements. Those on the ground floor looked opaque and blind; the ones above were at any rate curtained.

      ‘A strange house,’ said Patrick. ‘Yes, a strange house, Mrs Heldar. It was built by an eccentric sea-captain in the sixteenth century. His name was Bogle, and that’s why it was called Bogle’s Tower — not, as the local people believe, from the good old Scots word meaning a ghost or a hobgoblin. The ground floor was always very damp, so it was shut up some time in the last century, and the top floor came to be used as a little house by itself. My friends think it a queer place for me to live, but it has a great interest for me, and a great charm of its own.’

      He babbled like a brook, and Sally began to think he was going on forever. She wondered if he were nervous, but his voice and manner were easy enough.

      Inside the low doorway there was a ladder-staircase which reminded her of the mews flat she had had before her marriage. Patrick opened a door at the top and led them into a long, low sitting room.

      She wasn’t sure whether it had a charm of its own, but it had certainly been given one. The walls were white, and there was an old stone fireplace at one end. The casements were set in deep recesses curtained with dark blue velvet. There was a set of early naval prints, and the furniture and ornaments were obviously collectors’ pieces.

      They sat and talked, and gradually Sally decided that she didn’t like this place much after all. Patrick had turned on a powerful electric fire, but the room was chilly and felt damp. From the windows one could see only grey oily waves and white haze. No doubt Captain Bogle had liked to feel that he was still in a ship, but Sally found it a little eerie. She remembered that they were a little way from the last houses of Forthfield, and shut off from the road by high walls. It would probably have been safe to bring Malcolm here. But he could scarcely be here now, or Patrick wouldn’t have welcomed them so warmly. Or had he talked too much? He was a little less fluent now.

      Presently he offered them tea, and it seemed politic to accept, though they didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. Sally decided to take a keen interest in his house, and when they had finished he showed it to them.

      Behind the sitting room were a fair-sized modern kitchen, a little bathroom, and a well-stocked linen cupboard. At the other end there were two bedrooms. The larger, which overlooked the yard, was Patrick’s own. The smaller, overlooking the sea, was his spare room.

      ‘It isn’t much used, though,’ he said. ‘It’s a little damp, and I don’t think that’s healthy.’

      It was undoubtedly damp, thought Sally, seeing the patches on the wall and ceiling. But she had an impression that it had been used recently. There was a very faint scent in the air — a quite pleasant scent, and unobtrusive. It suggested a man, not a woman; Patrick’s shop assistant might be other things to him as well, but Sally didn’t think this was her room. On the other hand, the scent didn’t in the least suggest Malcolm.

      Sally wandered round the room, as she had wandered round the others. The top of the bow-fronted chest of drawers showed a slight film. It had probably been dusted as recently as yesterday. But that meant nothing; an unoccupied spare room needn’t be neglected. She admired the chest enthusiastically, and then moved on. The bed, which stood under the little window, had a dark green silk cover. Under the cover it seemed to be slightly untidy. That might be just spare blankets, of course. But it wouldn’t be very sensible to keep blankets on an unoccupied bed in a room as damp as this one, and there was always the linen cupboard.

      It was as she moved again that she saw the fly. It was lying in the window recess, hidden by one of the green velvet curtains except from someone near the foot of the bed.

      After a moment she said: ‘I do love these windows. It’s just like being in a ship. Could one see across the Firth if it weren’t so misty?’

      Her voice sounded unnatural in her own ears, and she didn’t really hear Patrick’s reply. Johnny was looking at an elegant little table with a lamp on it. She took a step forward, treading on his toe, and leaned over the bed, which was fairly narrow, with her hands on the edge of the windowsill. She gazed eagerly out to sea, and then let her eyes fall for a moment. She hadn’t been wrong. It was the Affray Atrocity, in all its horror of red, purple, and orange. She remembered, quite clearly, Malcolm’s tweed cap hanging on a peg in the hotel at Dalwhinnie, yesterday at lunch time, with the Atrocity hooked into it.

      Better leave it, perhaps, and send the police to find it here. Or perhaps better not. Patrick might well find it first and remove it. She reached a little farther with her left hand. Her head and shoulders concealed the recess from him, and Johnny, who had taken his cue, seemed to have got in his way too. She picked up the fly and held it between her fingers. Then she straightened up again.

      She allowed Johnny to ask about the date of the little table. Then she said: ‘It is so kind of you to have shown us your house, Mr Patrick. It’s quite fascinating, and we’ve loved it. But I’m afraid we ought to be going now.’

      She was immediately afraid she had been too gushing. But Patrick replied in kind, and seemed most reluctant to let them go. He went first down the ladder-staircase, to open the door at the foot, and Sally, following, held the Atrocity behind her for a moment. Better that Johnny should be able to give some support to her statement.

      When they came out on to the cobbles he said: ‘I envy you your garage, Mr Patrick. We have to keep our car in a London lock-up nearly half a mile from home.’

      ‘How very trying for you! Yes, I’m fortunate in that.’ He threw open a door to the left of the covered passage, and revealed a big double garage, with a dusty skylight which showed little beyond a single car. A smell of fresh paint lingered somewhere.

      ‘My van is out, as you see,’ he said. ‘My driver is collecting some pieces I bought at a sale.’

      Then he saw them off, begging them to come again. He stood at the little green door and waved while Johnny turned the car, and they waved back as they moved off down the road.

      ‘Let’s see that thing again,’ said Johnny almost sharply.

      Sally held it out on the palm of her hand, and after a moment he nodded. ‘Yes. It’s the Atrocity all right. Malcolm must have left it in that room in the hope that we might find it. He’s been reading thrillers, obviously. Just as well he has.’

      ‘Have they taken him away in Patrick’s van?’

      ‘I think so. Did you notice the smell of paint in the garage? Patrick wouldn’t want his name on a van containing Malcolm. They probably used quick-drying stuff. And the smell was faintish, which suggests that they did the job some hours ago.’

      ‘Are they taking him to Affray?’

      ‘Probably. In any case we can go to the police now. They can find out the number of Patrick’s van. And even if it’s got a different number now they’ll stop everything until they find it.’

      ‘It may be at Affray by now. We don’t know when they left. I only hope it isn’t somewhere where Patrick can get in touch with MG.’

      ‘Unless he knows we detect, I don’t think he’ll want to. I think we put ourselves across all right. What’s more, he was nervous himself, which doesn’t make for close observation. He was extremely anxious to show us he’d got nothing to hide.’

      ‘He ought to have taken the clothes off that bed. And if he’d spent a little longer on it he’d probably have seen the Atrocity.’

      Johnny nodded, and after a moment she said: ‘But won’t it be a very ticklish business, taking Malcolm to Affray? I’ve just realised that MG can’t afford to let the boy see him, because he knows him. As far as I can see, the only thing he can do is to get someone else to drop Malcolm out of the van and drive off at full speed — preferably in the dark.’

      Johnny laughed, but it wasn’t a very convincing laugh. ‘I expect you’re right,’ he said.

      ‘You obviously don’t, darling. What is it?’

      ‘Well, it might be possible to get over that. If Malcolm’s inside the van and MG in front, they need never meet on the journey, and if MG’s careful Malcolm will never hear his voice. For that matter, I don’t suppose the van is their only transport. I doubt if they had it in Otterburn Square last night; even a small furniture van would be a little conspicuous. So MG may well be going up by car. And when they get there, they can simply leave Malcolm in the van in the charge of pseudo-Ninian.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘And then drop him somewhere, if the police haven’t intervened.’

      ‘Then why are you still so worried?’

      Johnny didn’t answer at once, and she said: ‘Come on. Come clean.’

      ‘All right. I’m worried because I’m beginning to think it isn’t MG who’s behind this after all. I’ve no doubt he comes into it somewhere, and that was why I wanted to look for his contacts this morning. But I’ve had a feeling all along that none of this is like him. The pseudo-Ninian scheme was too bold and too simple. MG is not bold — he’s merely impertinent — and his mind doesn’t work on simple lines. And the rest of it is too violent. I doubt if MG would kidnap Malcolm. I can’t believe he’d abate a nuisance as brutally as he seems to have done. And even if his tame burglar had done it and faced him with a fait accompli — which is almost equally unlikely — I can’t quite see him keeping the boy a prisoner all night and then carrying him off in a plain van. I may be quite wrong — I may have underestimated him grossly. But I don’t think so.’

      ‘What did you mean by abating a nuisance brutally?’ asked Sally.

      ‘Well, they probably knocked Malcolm out.’

      ‘So you said last night. You called it abating a nuisance mildly, then. Please tell me what you mean.’

      ‘I wasn’t thinking of Malcolm,’ said Johnny quietly.

      ‘Who, then? Johnny — you don’t mean Ninian?’

      ‘I don’t know, darling. It’s just an idea. The taxi drivers heard nothing of the accident. It’s true they were round two corners, but a driver who finds himself running into someone invariably brakes, and the sound of brakes carries far in a quiet neighbourhood. Then again, the accident happened round the corner to the left, as you come in from Otterburn Street, and so off the route of the through traffic. It’s unlikely that a driver looking for a parking space or leaving one would be moving fast enough to do such damage unintentionally. Ninian must have reached the square only a minute or two behind Malcolm, so it’s quite likely he saw these people dealing with the boy. He may have tried to come to the rescue, or he may have turned to fetch help; in either case they could probably have got him if they’d been quick enough, and they’d have had a motive.’

      ‘Oh, God,’ said Sally. She remembered Johnny’s reluctance to talk about Ninian, his deliberate vagueness, in Otterburn Square this morning.

      ‘I’m sorry, my darling. I didn’t mean to tell you.’

      ‘It’s better to have it out. Do you think the police have guessed?’

      ‘I think they probably have. I fancy they didn’t want to upset us. They may have told Roylance. They’ve told him another thing, which he passed on to me this morning. MG was in Paris from the ninth of June to the fourteenth.’

      Sally stared at him.

      ‘Then he wasn’t at Affray on the night of the Laird’s death?’

      ‘Apparently not. One answer is, of course, that he trusted his burglar farther than we thought. But if there’s someone else behind this now, it seems more likely that there was someone else behind it then.’

      ‘But who?’ asked Sally.

      ‘I can’t even guess,’ said Johnny. ‘That’s what worries me.’
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      The Heldars drove straight to Police Headquarters, and after a few minutes were taken to the Inspector whom they had seen last night. He listened to their story, and he didn’t seem greatly surprised by the suggestion that Patrick was involved. When he received the Atrocity from Sally the flicker of a smile crossed his face.

      ‘So this is Sir Malcolm’s own invention,’ he said gravely.

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it myself.’

      ‘Nor have I, Mr Heldar, nor have I. And I’ve been fishing for nearly forty years. I’m quite prepared to believe it’s unique. Well, we’ll send out a call for the van, and we’ll get it before long. Don’t worry too much about the laddie.’

      Neither Johnny nor Sally answered that. There was no guarantee that the van was still on the road. And if Malcolm was in the hands of someone of whom they knew nothing, except that he was bolder, more competent, and far more ruthless than Mackintosh-Gordon, there could be no predicting the future with any certainty.

      They spent ten minutes at the Redgauntlet, packing, and ten more in Roylance’s office, telling him their story and their plans. When they left Charlotte Square, it was just on half-past six.

      Johnny made the most of the daylight. But when they reached Kincardine Bridge the sun was down, and soon after that, with the Ochil Hills looming in the north-west, he turned on his lights. He didn’t slow down, and Sally knew that if she hadn’t been with him he would have taken risks.

      When they ran down the long hill into Perth the lamps of the town were reflected in the dark river, and the streets were busy. But the traffic didn’t hold Johnny for long.

      There were miles of road running in the shadow of the hills and the darkness of the woods, and then the long pull up to the summit. The air grew cold, and the starry sky had a glitter that threatened frost. When they passed the lighted windows of the hotel at Dalwhinnie, it was half-past nine.

      They dropped down at last into Strathaird. The moon wouldn’t rise till the small hours, but beyond the river the familiar shapes of the hills were visible against the stars.

      They passed through Bridge of Aird at twenty-five past ten, and when they were on the road through the woods Johnny said: ‘Look, darling. I’m going to leave you at the end of the farm road. I don’t particularly want to walk up the road to the lodge-gates, just in case Malcolm’s friends are on it and I give them the alarm, and I don’t want to drive up it either. So I’ll slip up past the farm and into the track on the west side of the policies. Then I’ll go across to the house and see what’s happening there. Colin may well be about. You take the car on to the inn and stay there.’

      There was a familiar note in his voice. Sally knew she had had her orders and this time it was no use arguing. She told herself it was foolish to be anxious about Johnny. He was fighting fit, and an ex-Commando. This sort of job was right up his street. But even after three and a half years of marriage she found it difficult to be reasonable about him.

      He drew up just short of the farm road, got out, and waited while she slid across the seat. She said quietly: ‘Get in touch with us when you can,’ and hoped her voice was normal. Johnny patted her knee reassuringly, and shut the door without noise.

      She drove on to the inn and turned into the stable yard. As she did so she became aware of a loud barking alongside, and recognised Angus’s voice. She switched off and got out, and was almost knocked over by his exuberant welcome. She patted him and started for the back door, but he hurled himself against her legs and then seized the hem of her coat in his mouth and tried to pull her across the yard.

      ‘Angus, you fool,’ she said. ‘What are you doing?’

      Angus whined and pulled harder. The back door opened with a flood of light, and Sheila said: ‘Angus, come here. Who is it?’ She was alone, and Sally remembered that Sandy had gone back to school this morning.

      ‘It’s Sally,’ she said. ‘We’ve just got back, and Johnny’s gone up to the house by the farm road. Roylance did ring you up, Sheila?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Sheila. Her face was white and strained. Angus had transferred his attentions to her, and she pushed him away abstractedly. ‘Colin’s up at the house with Narracott and Macrae and Macpherson and Niven and some of the other local men. Angus wanted to go with him, and I kept him in the sitting room, but Kate let him out by mistake when she went to bed. Oh, stop it, dog, and come in.’

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Sally. ‘He wants us to go with him. You don’t think he found Colin, and Colin sent him to fetch us for some reason?’

      ‘It doesn’t seem very likely,’ said Sheila doubtfully. ‘Colin might have sent him home to get rid of him, but he’d hardly have sent him for help. He’s not really clever enough for that.’

      Angus took immediate offence, returned to Sally, and began to drag her away by main force. Then he let go, and bounded ahead of her in the direction of the green door, alternately barking at the top of his voice and whining heartrendingly. She said a little anxiously: ‘He really does want us to go.’

      ‘He wants us to go, certainly,’ said Sheila. ‘Whether Colin wants us to go is quite another matter. Still, I think perhaps we’d better. But we must try to keep him quiet. I’ll put him on the lead. Just a minute, Sally.’

      She came back in an old tweed coat, with the lead in her hand, and managed to catch Angus. Sally opened the green door, and he went through with the force of a cannonball, dragging Sheila after him. He led the way silently but irresistibly across Macrae’s vegetables, and threw himself bodily against the wicket gate. When that was opened for him, he set off at a lolloping run along the short-cut.

      Somewhere on the crazy course Sally remembered the unknown quantity — the man who had probably tried to kill Ninian, and who might be at Affray now. She ought to have warned Sheila. But the mere suggestion that Malcolm was in serious danger would have sent Sheila to Affray more surely than anything else.

      Sally was unencumbered by Angus, but the strip of starlit sky between the treetops gave her only the most general idea of where she was going, the pine-needles underfoot were slippery and seamed with roots, and the path rose fairly steeply towards the policies. She slid and stumbled and grew breathless, and Sheila, dragged almost off her feet, panted alongside. Sally was a little surprised when they reached the corner of the dyke without having fallen.

      The ground was clearer here, and the world rather lighter. She saw Angus leap at the dyke, and ran forward to help Sheila. But she was too late. Angus scrambled over and landed heavily on the other side, and Sheila said: ‘Damn! I never thought he’d do it. He pulled the lead out of my hand.’

      They climbed over, and as soon as they were inside Angus started off again, running northward up the dyke and whining to let them know where he was. They reached what Sally thought must be the level of the house, and passed it. Then suddenly there were thick shadows under the dyke ahead of them. Sally smelt the sour decaying smell of leaf-mould and last summer’s cut grass. This must be Niven’s dump.

      Angus had disappeared into the shadows. His whining grew quick and frantic, as if he had found a friend. Sally was on the point of following him when she heard a movement somewhere on her left. There was a heavy footstep, and then another. Johnny wouldn’t make a noise like that. Nor would Colin and the local men. Then she heard a different step, lighter, more assured. She stood quite still, remembering the unknown quantity. Bolder, more competent, far more ruthless. Angus went on whining in the shadows, and the light, firm step came nearer.
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      Malcolm had left the Atrocity in his room partly because he had been reading thrillers and partly because he had a profound faith in Johnny. He had considered hooking it into one of the green velvet curtains, and decided it would be too conspicuous to anyone who might come to draw them. So he had laid it half out of sight on the windowsill, just before Eddie and the character-type came for him. That was at five minutes to ten.

      The character-type was younger than he had pretended to be: fiftyish, perhaps, and with a noticeable grace of movement which was still fairly supple. His hair was now fair instead of grey — a little too fair. His face was pale, and his good looks, in the unflattering whitish light, conventional and rather faded.

      They took Malcolm downstairs, across a cobbled yard, and into a big garage with a strong smell of paint in it. This was obviously where he had been brought last night. Over to his left was a car, and in front of him a fair-sized van, with its engine running. The place was poorly lit. Malcolm thought he saw a little man standing by the doors at the far end, but before he could be sure it was MG Eddie hustled him round to the back of the van and pushed him up and in. The character-type followed. Eddie said: ‘It’s no use you trying to get out if we stop, because I’m going to lock the doors.’ He slammed them, and it was almost dark. Only a little light came from a small open trap behind the front seat.

      ‘There should be some sacks for us to sit on,’ said the character-type.

      They found the sacks. Eddie asked from the driver’s seat if they were all set, and then backed the van out of the garage and turned to the right. If the little man was MG, they were leaving him behind.

      The character-type said suddenly: ‘Oi! Where are you off to? Don’t we go through the town?’

      ‘No,’ said Eddie repressively. ‘We’re making a detour to avoid the traffic.’

      ‘Will that add much to the journey?’ The character-type was slightly uneasy.

      ‘No. It’ll only take half an hour or so to the other side. Don’t worry,’ said Eddie a little contemptuously.

      ‘I am in your hands.’ One could almost hear the man shrug his shoulders. Then he said: ‘Cigarette?’ and held out a case which was only just visible in the half-light.

      Malcolm took one, because he hoped the man might be persuaded to gossip. He was still anxious to find evidence of MG’s complicity. He accepted a light and said: ‘Thank you, Mr — I’m sorry I don’t know your name.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter, my dear boy. Forget it, if you will. I hope you aren’t feeling too sore about last night. I do assure you I never meant anything like this to happen.’

      His voice was charming, deep and well-modulated, giving every syllable its full value. Malcolm saw him gesture in the dimness, his hands going out. The light from the trap fell on his face, and his mobile mouth curled in a deprecating smile. Light broke upon Malcolm too. He had christened the character-type casually but accurately. He had met plenty of stage people in his mother’s house, and he recognised the trained voice, the studied physical grace, the registering of facial expression — all together going to suggest someone a little larger than life. Even the pallor left by grease paint was a pointer. Malcolm remembered fairly clearly the character-type’s account of the running-down of Ninian. It seemed typically theatrical now, and so rather less impressive. But he was seriously annoyed with himself for having been taken in even for a time by last night’s performance. He set himself with determination to prepare an approach to the character-type, and then smiled as he realised that he was putting on an act himself.

      But his performance was a failure. The character-type was perfectly willing to talk, but not about the matter in hand, and after a time the jolting of the van and the hard floor made Malcolm’s head ache again. He wondered if it would be a good idea to feel sick — he wasn’t far off it — but decided it wouldn’t be much use. He might be allowed to get out, but if he were Eddie would certainly hold on to him.

      He could just see his watch, and after a while he was able to guess at intervals where they were. They didn’t go by Queensferry, but he hadn’t expected that; the boat would have given him a chance of attracting attention. Towards half-past one they ran into heavy traffic and slowed right down. That was probably Perth. About a quarter to three they began the long, labouring ascent to the summit, and by the time they had run down into Strathaird it was just after four o’clock.

      Another hour or so to Bridge of Aird, he thought. But an hour and a quarter passed, and he became a little puzzled. He hadn’t noticed the Strathaird villages, but he could hardly have missed a market town. Then the road began to rise a little, and he thought he understood. They must have borne to the left a mile short of Bridge of Aird. The van would have been too conspicuous in the streets, and this road would let them avoid Affray village as well. It rose gradually through the woods to the moors, and then sent an offshoot down into the Affray glen before crossing the hills to the high village of Tomdhu. Colin had suggested that the men who had visited the house in June had come in this way to avoid observation. Eddie was taking the road he knew.

      But they wouldn’t approach the house by daylight. That had been obvious from the start. For some reason MG had thought it wiser for them to start early. Perhaps he was following them by car, or possibly he was leaving this job to Eddie and the character-type because Malcolm mustn’t be allowed to see him. In any case they would stop soon.

      They turned off the road to the left, and bumped over a stony track. Then the van stopped. Eddie sighed gustily. After a moment he said: ‘Well, I want my tea if you don’t,’ and passed some sandwiches through the trap.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They stayed where they were for five hours. After they had eaten Malcolm was allowed to get out for a minute or two, but Eddie kept a firm grip on his arm. All he could see was a ruined cottage, with the inevitable rowan tree standing bright with berries in front of it, and the dark pines closing in on either side. In the van time passed very slowly. It grew gradually darker, and presently he could no longer see his watch. The character-type smoked continuously, and the air grew thick. Malcolm’s head ached, and the darkness seemed to press in on him. It was a relief when at last Eddie said: ‘Okay. Ten o’clock. Let’s go.’

      Malcolm knew where he was now. After what he judged to be another three miles they came to the top of the steep hill which ran down to the glen road. Eddie took it dead slow — wisely, because there were three hairpin bends. At the foot he turned right, and five minutes later they stopped again.

      Eddie got out, probably to open a gate. Then he came back, and took them into another track. Malcolm identified it as the cart track which ran through the Affray woods to the dyke on this side of the policies — Niven’s way home from Clachnaharry. They wouldn’t get very far up it; it was too narrow to take the van.

      They lurched over the ruts for a minute or two, with branches slapping the van’s sides. Then they stopped again, and Eddie came round to the back and opened one of the doors. ‘Come on, kid,’ he said. ‘And mind, no funny business.’

      There was obviously no point in trying any funny business yet; Eddie’s bulk filled the doorway. The character-type held a torch for him while he tied Malcolm’s wrists behind his back with a length of rope. Then he helped the boy down. Malcolm saw for the first time that a car had stopped a little way behind the van. Its lights were out, but he caught a gleam from its paintwork. So MG had joined them. But what happened now? He couldn’t reveal himself.

      Eddie had gripped Malcolm’s arm again. ‘Look, kid,’ he said. ‘We’re walking you over to the house, but don’t you try and run away. You can’t run fast with your hands tied, and we’d catch you in two minutes. So take it easy.’

      The character-type took his other arm, and they marched him off up the track. At once he became aware of a light, firm, familiar step behind him. MG was following them. Malcolm could picture him, moving with his cat-like Levantine grace. Then he realised abruptly that whoever was behind them was not moving like a cat. The footsteps were much too brisk and definite. That was funny. But perhaps MG on a job like this was different from MG doing business. Or possibly the MG who had deliberately run a man down was different from the cautious MG of a fortnight ago. Malcolm was suddenly a little afraid.

      Coming out of the smoke-filled van, he had been half aware of the Affray smell — a mixture of pines and wet grass and heather. But the man behind him was quite close now, and he caught a whiff of the scent he had noticed in his room last night. Faint, not unpleasant, vaguely familiar. Hair-cream, no doubt.

      But MG used violet-scented hair-cream. This was something in far better taste. Malcolm struggled with elusive memories. A jar with a grey label, standing on a high mahogany chest of drawers. An old recipe, made up by a first-class barber…

      For some time after that he walked on with no more than the faintest idea what he was doing. By the time they reached the gate in the dyke his sick incredulity was accompanied by a sharp fear and a frantic urge to escape. But he knew that escape wasn’t going to be anything like as easy as he had hoped. Above all, he mustn’t betray his own discovery. He knew now why Ninian had been run down — and perhaps why his grandfather had died. If he betrayed himself now, he would almost certainly die for precisely the same reason.

      The footsteps were still close behind him. Eddie was the guide, of course; anyone who didn’t know the way would have to follow him closely in the dark. Beyond the gate the track improved a little and ran on across the policies to the stables. They were about halfway across when from somewhere ahead of them came a series of short, deep barks. Malcolm recognised them at once. Angus wasn’t supposed to be loose at night, in case he hunted. But it was probably too much to hope that Colin was with him. One oughtn’t to hope for Colin, anyway. The situation was too dangerous.

      Angus bounded out of the darkness, whining eagerly, and rubbed himself against Malcolm’s legs. Then he came round between Malcolm and Eddie. Eddie said: ‘Get down, damn you,’ but Angus was hard to discourage.

      ‘Look,’ said Eddie irritably. ‘He knows you, don’t he? Tell him to scram, will you?’

      The man behind had dropped back a little; probably he didn’t want to be involved. Malcolm decided to take a chance. There was one word which was apt to have a devastating effect on Angus.

      He spoke quickly, while the dog was still between him and Eddie. ‘Friend, Angus. Nice man.’

      Angus leaped, with violent affection, and his hard head struck Eddie’s arm. Eddie swore savagely and his grip was loosened. The character-type’s was weak. Malcolm tore himself away, let the impetus carry him a little farther up the track, and then swung left into the shrubberies.

      He might have expected Angus to follow him. The dog was barking and bouncing, and when Malcolm told him to go home nothing happened. Malcolm said fiercely: ‘Go back to Colin!’ and to his surprise Angus slipped away into the shadows and didn’t come back.

      Eddie was crashing through the bushes. Malcolm discovered that he had been right; one couldn’t get up any speed without the use of one’s arms. He made himself slow down, bore quietly to his right, and came out on the grass verge of the avenue. Then he squatted down and waited.

      Eddie went past him like a stampeding elephant, and the noises died away in the direction of the kitchen garden. But while they lasted they prevented Malcolm from hearing any lesser sounds.

      He could cross the avenue and make for Macpherson’s. But he hesitated, wondering whether he had the right to involve the Macphersons in this, or Niven either. He hadn’t made up his mind when he heard a very faint sound farther up the verge.

      He shrank behind a bush and crouched. After a minute he smelt the hair-cream again. The big erect figure moved quietly past on the grass, four feet away from him. In the darkness he could see only a silhouette, with an overcoat, a cap, and a scarf hiding the face. But by some curious trick of emotion he saw the man so vividly in his mind’s eye that it might have been broad daylight. Sleek and prosperous, in clothes made by a first-class tailor, with that indefinable look of success, almost of distinction. The thick black hair, grey at the temples; the features, a little rugged, but at first sight pleasant enough; the cold, intelligent grey eyes. Malcolm had always been aware of a competent ruthlessness in this man which made it wiser and easier to avoid any close contact with him. But he had never been really afraid of it before. He was shaken and sweating now, and his knees were loose.

      He was so certain of the familiar efficiency that he was astonished to find that the figure had passed on down the avenue. But he was scarcely reassured. The tactics were competent enough. Eddie had gone down to where the shrubberies ended above the kitchen garden. The character-type had probably been told off to patrol the track. The third man was on the avenue. They covered as far as possible three sides of an oblong. The fourth side was the dyke, and with his hands tied behind him he couldn’t hope to climb the dyke.

      He decided to make for the gate by which they had come in. It was an easy latch, and he could probably lift it behind his back. He ought to be able to avoid the character-type. But just as he moved off he heard Eddie coming back. It looked as if there had been no opportunity of giving Eddie instructions. But with two of them on the track the gate would probably be impossible; if they had any sense one of them would watch it. The alternative was to cut across to the dyke and work down it, out of the patrolled area. He let Eddie get well past him and then moved on.

      Presently he skirted a corner of the kitchen garden and struck the path which ran from the gate in its east wall, past the tennis court, to the rubbish-heap under the dyke. He moved quickly and quietly, more hopeful now.

      He was outside the patrolled area, but he was still afraid. If only, he thought, he could get over the dyke and once he was out of hearing run like hell for the inn. He must get his hands free.

      Niven’s piles of leaf-mould and cut grass loomed up like shadows ahead. With a little sigh of relief Malcolm dropped down on the springy decaying carpet between them and the dyke, and began to test the rope, pulling at it and wriggling his wrists. After a few minutes he gave that up and moved closer to the dyke. He felt for a projecting stone and began to rub the rope against it.

      Then, somewhere down the dyke, he heard Angus again. The dog was whining loudly and coming closer. He would pick up the scent again in a minute. Malcolm made a savage effort, and scraped his right wrist painfully. The sweat ran into his eyes. Angus was going to bring all three men here with his filthy row.

      He arrived suddenly, and flung himself on Malcolm, whining frantically now. Malcolm, unable to fend him off, cursed him in a fierce whisper, but it was no use. He heard running footsteps coming up the dyke. But before he could try to identify them he heard a heavier tread in the bushes nearby. That was Eddie. After a moment there was a quieter, brisker step. Malcolm thought: Here he is.
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      Sally stood still, looking at the two men who had come out of the darkness. One of them strode heavily over to the rubbish-heap; the other stopped a little short of it and waited. The first man said quietly and harshly: ‘Come on, kid. We’ve no time for this actin’ up.’

      There was a sudden movement, and a stone fell from the dyke.

      ‘Oh, no, you don’t,’ said the harsh voice, and then: ‘Stop it, I tell yer. I don’t want ter ’urt yer.’

      The other man moved a little, and then seemed to change his mind. He said in a harsh whisper: ‘Go on, Eddie.’ The first man didn’t answer, but the next moment there was the sound of a blow.

      Sheila, standing close to Sally, gave a little muffled cry and ran forward. Sally, shamed into action, ran too. But they were forestalled. Sally knew before he spoke that it was Johnny who appeared from nowhere. He said briefly: ‘Keep back — leave him to me.’ She didn’t see what he did, but the first man fell heavily and lay still.

      The other man had moved again, and this time he kept moving. Johnny started after him.

      Sheila was kneeling beside Malcolm. She said almost calmly: ‘He’s been knocked out, but he’s breathing. No, Angus, you needn’t lick him.’

      Sally turned and ran up the dyke after Johnny. She saw him vanish into a belt of bushes where his quarry seemed to have taken cover. She could hear him shouting. She struggled through the bushes and burst out on to the neglected tennis court.

      On the stretch of open ground, in the light of the stars, men were moving. A big man in an overcoat was running hard through the long grass. Johnny was still behind him, and two other men were coming to meet him from the farther end. Two more — one of them a small figure which must be Niven — broke out from the direction of the house. Johnny had shouted, afraid his man had too much start of him, knowing or hoping there were reinforcements nearby. The men were spreading out like a line of beaters.

      The big man stood still. Johnny was almost up with him, and Niven and his companion began to close in.

      Johnny shouted again, this time a sharp warning. There was a loud crack and a spurt of flame in the darkness, and someone made a small sound of pain. Then Niven flung himself in a flying tackle at the big man’s ankles, and Johnny fell on him from behind. The confusion ended abruptly on a second crack.

      For what seemed an unconscionable time everything stood still, like an early film with the motion suspended. Sally felt as if all the movement of life stood still in her.

      Then the big man slumped. Johnny and Niven broke his fall and then let him gently down.

      Niven was speaking, his voice shrill with hysteria.

      ‘If it was him that killed the Laird, I’m glad I did it.’

      ‘Don’t be a fool, Niven,’ said Colin flatly. He seemed to have come out from nowhere, and others with him. ‘You didn’t do it. He did it himself.’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Narracott. It was he who had come with Niven. ‘I saw his face. He turned the automatic on himself. He was far stronger than you, my little man.’

      ‘Casualty?’ asked Johnny calmly.

      ‘Yes, sirr.’ It was the voice of someone who had been in the Army. ‘He got Grant in the shoulder, sirr. We’ll take him into the house.’

      ‘Go home and ring up Dr Ruthwell, Narracott,’ said Colin. ‘And Superintendent Nichol.’

      The little group broke up. Narracott went off at the double in the direction of the short-cut — the telephone at the house was disconnected. Two of the men led away the casualty, who seemed to be walking wounded. Johnny collected three more and came over to Sally, who had just realised that she oughtn’t to have left Sheila. For a little while she had been unable to think of anyone but Johnny. He took her arm and led her back through the bushes. She kept very close to him, but she didn’t speak. There were plenty of things she wanted to know, but she was too anxious and too shaken to ask questions at the moment.

      Sheila was sitting under the dyke with Malcolm’s head in her lap. The faces of both of them showed very white in the darkness. The man whom Johnny had knocked out still lay nearby.

      Sally tried to apologise for abandoning Sheila. Sheila said: ‘It didn’t matter, darling. I knew if Johnny had hit the man he wouldn’t come round too soon.’ Their voices both shook a little.

      One of the men — it was old Macrae from the inn — leaned over the man on the ground and said grimly: ‘Aye, aye. Mr Heldar’s the great lad wi’ his hands.’

      Then he and Johnny picked up Malcolm, and the two others lifted the man, and they started slowly for the house, with Angus trotting after them.

      The lights were on, and Sally and Sheila followed the men into the library. Jim Grant from the Affray farm was sitting in one of the worn leather chairs, very white too, and his jaw set hard, with Peter Murchison from the village shop cutting his shirt sleeve away from his right shoulder. The men put Johnny’s victim down near the north wall, not roughly, but without sympathy; Alec Mitchell the local postman produced a coil of rope which had apparently been laid on in case of need, and they lashed the victim’s wrists and ankles very efficiently. He was a large man, with a big, unhealthy, pale face and wiry black hair round a bald patch. Sally wondered if he were the professional burglar.

      Johnny and Macrae had laid Malcolm very gently on a Regency sofa, and Sheila had sent Macrae to the oak chest in the hall for a couple of rugs, and Niven, who badly needed employment, to see if he could find a hot-water bottle. Mrs Macpherson came in with her husband, carrying a bag with medical supplies. She was wearing a plaid over her head, and with her worn, pale face framed by the tartan she might have sat for the portrait of a Highland woman after the ’45.

      She took Jim over, and Sheila and Sally sat beside Malcolm. There was nothing they could do but keep him warm. Johnny came over presently and sat on the arm of the sofa and smiled at them. ‘Not to worry,’ he said. ‘He’ll be all right.’

      ‘I hope so,’ said Sheila. ‘Where’s Colin, Johnny?’

      ‘Outside, my dear. With the body of — MG’s principal. We had to leave it as it was. Some of the men are there too.’ He told Sheila briefly what had happened.

      ‘But who is MG’s principal?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Johnny a little absently. ‘Possibly Malcolm will be able to tell us when he wakes up.’ Then he added more briskly: ‘We owe Colin a hearty vote of thanks for his staff-work. For a mere sailor, he seems to have done a very good job. I don’t quite know what his dispositions were, but his men were certainly on the spot when they were needed.’

      ‘Aye, just, sirr,’ said Macrae, coming over to join them, and glancing a little anxiously, as all the men did from time to time, at Malcolm. Macrae was an old soldier of the First World War — an ex-Corporal of the Allan and Aberdeens. ‘Mr Kennedy said he reckoned the prisoner and escort would be coming in through the gate on the east side o’ the policies, and he was right enough. He had Jim and masel’ in the bushes beside it. But he had Peter Murchison and Hamie Grant at the gate beside Macpherson’s hoose, and Jock Matheson and Willie Cameron at the big gates, just in case be. It wasnae likely they would take the laddie in over the dyke, ye see; that wouldnae be easy at a’, wi’ him no’ wanting to go. We were a’ to let the pairty through if it came in at our gate, and close in behind it, keeping an eye on the prisoner, but making no attempt at a rescue unless we got a right chance o’ it. Mr Kennedy said he would rather have the showdoon beside the hoose, where the main body was to be concentrated.’ Macrae paused, and glanced down at Malcolm again.

      ‘Well, Jim and masel’ saw the pairty come in, and two o’ them had the laddie in between them, and there was another one o’ them a wee bittie behind. That was the man that shot himsel’. They were aboot halfway along the road to the stables when Angus came up wi’ them.’ Macrae bent down and clapped the dog on the shoulder. ‘Aye, ma brave lad, it was yoursel’ that saved the young Lairdie, was it no’? We’ll need to stop telling ye ye’re a fool, ye clever man.’

      Angus waved his feathery tail and looked pleased, and Macrae smiled a little. ‘To tell ye the truth,’ he said confidentially, ‘it wasnae just exactly his brains that were responsible, but there’s no doubt he was a great help.’ He told the story of Angus’s action, and Sheila put an arm suddenly round the dog and kissed the top of his head. He licked her face affectionately.

      ‘When the pairty scattered,’ continued Macrae, ‘I went after the dog, for I was sure the dog would be after the laddie. But I was wrong there. After a wee whilie I saw he was for the inn — he was running for the corner o’ the dyke where the short-cut goes off, and he wasnae following a scent. So I came back. In the meantime, Jim went for the man that stayed on the road to the stables.’ He stopped short, and then raised his voice: ‘Jimack, what did ye do wi’ yon lad that stayed on the road?’

      ‘Oh, Good Go’!’ said Jim, horrified. ‘I forgot on him. I put him in the harness room and turned the key on him — the other door was locked already. He was a queer kind o’ a lad; he never tried to fight, nor yet to get away. He just said he would come quietly, and so he did. I have the key here.’ Jim tried to get at his right-hand pocket with his left hand, and Johnny went over to him and fished the key out.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘We’ll hand this over to the Superintendent when he comes. And you both ended up near enough to the tennis court to be in at the death?’

      ‘That was the way o’ it,’ said Macrae calmly. ‘We heard ye calling, sirr, and I believe we were the first there. Niven and Narracott got in before the rest o’ them, for they were keeping watch at the end o’ the outhouses.’

      Johnny nodded. ‘I was very lucky,’ he said. ‘I came across from the track on the west side, and after a bit I heard Angus and followed the noise. I arrived at the crucial moment. Malcolm—’

      ‘Here’s Doctor, sir,’ said Narracott. His thick Devonshire burr contrasted oddly with the soft, clear Strathaird voices.

      ‘I’ll not forgive you for leaving me out of this,’ said Ruthwell. But his eyes were on Malcolm. Narracott brought him a chair, and he sat down in front of the sofa.

      ‘This lad’s not so bad,’ he said suddenly. ‘Come away, Malcolm; wake up.’

      Malcolm gave a little sigh and opened his eyes. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m all right. Hullo, sir.’

      He was evidently quite clear-headed, and Sally guessed that he had been conscious for a few minutes at least. Perhaps he had wanted to listen to what was being said. But there was a strange look in his eyes — an anxious, painful look, as if he had been dreading this moment.

      ‘Head hurting?’ asked Ruthwell.

      ‘Not much, thanks.’ He looked up at Johnny, with an appeal in his eyes now, and Johnny squatted down beside him.

      ‘All right, Malcolm,’ he said gently. ‘We’ll get it over. Who was he?’

      Malcolm drew a hard breath. Then he said in an absolutely expressionless voice: ‘His name was Adrian Raxton. He was my stepfather.’
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      Malcolm was sent to bed for three days — with difficulty, for he felt very strongly that he ought to deal with the necessary formalities and then go straight to his mother. But on the afternoon following Raxton’s death he was allowed to talk to the police. Dr Ruthwell drove over again at teatime — more, he said, because he wanted to hear the mystery explained than because his patient needed him — and had just emptied his third cup when Colin and Johnny came down with Superintendent Nichol.

      ‘We think you had all better hear the story now,’ said Colin. ‘Johnny has been persuaded to tell it, but there’s a police exhibit which the Superintendent will be kind enough to show us, but mustn’t lose sight of. Donald, if you want to see Malcolm before we begin, we’ll wait for you. He’s probably been talking too much, but I think it’s been a relief to him.’

      Ruthwell nodded and went unhurriedly out of the sitting room. Sheila filled up the teapot and poured out for Colin and Johnny and Nichol, and then slipped away to take up Malcolm’s tray. She and Ruthwell came back together ten minutes later.

      ‘He’s all right,’ said the doctor briefly. ‘No sign of trouble; he’s just a bit tired. Let’s get on with it now.’

      Johnny took out a pipe and filled and lit it carefully. Then he began.

      ‘Most of this,’ he said, ‘has been more or less painlessly extracted from Eddie Hatchcock, the professional burglar. I’d better explain first, perhaps, a question which has been worrying me all along: how MG came to have a tame burglar. About seven years ago Eddie picked up something of antiquarian value which couldn’t be disposed of to an ordinary fence. He knew something about MG, so he took it to him, and got a comparatively fair price and no questions asked. He made a practice of burgling good houses — sometimes after answering an advertisement for a manservant and being interviewed — and it was easy enough to pick up the odd object of art. So he was encouraged to repeat the process and after a while MG began to say casually: ‘There’s a remarkably nice set of miniatures in Lady So-and-so’s drawing room. I’d give quite a lot for it, but unfortunately it’s not for sale.’ And the chances were that next time Lady So-and-so’s house was left empty the miniatures would go.

      ‘As we guessed MG never used Eddie unless he knew the thing he wanted was not for sale. So when he made his first attempt on Affray he made it alone, and the motive behind his desire to look at the library was exactly what we thought it was. After that, he made his attempt through Rosenbaum, and failed again. But it wasn’t he who came up with Eddie in June. That was where I went very wrong. Eddie is quite sure he would never have involved himself personally in any sort of burglary, and pretty sure he would never have sent him, Eddie, to do the job alone. He wouldn’t have trusted him, and besides, looking for some sort of eighteenth-century cache with insufficient instructions is not Eddie’s job.

      ‘What comes next is pure speculation, but I think, taking it by and large, it’s fairly sound. MG thought the whole thing over, and decided on a long-term policy. The Laird was an old man, and was quite likely to die while his heir was still underage. MG hoped, quite reasonably, that a young and inexperienced boy would be easier to deal with than an aged and extremely strong-minded Highland gentleman. In the meantime, he did a little research into Malcolm’s background, and in the course of it he made some enquiries about Raxton. He discovered that Raxton was in a precarious situation. He had been speculating with his clients’ money and had had a long run of bad luck.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Nichol quietly, in his soft Inverallan singsong. ‘Scotland Yard are going into his position now. They’ve found out some shocking things already, but they say it’ll take them weeks to get to the bottom of it.’

      Johnny nodded, and went on. ‘MG imagined, I fancy, that in return for a share of the proceeds Raxton would be quite willing to help a little. As Malcolm’s stepfather and a still reputable solicitor, he would be in a position to advise the boy, to discover what, if anything, he knew about the treasure, and even, perhaps, to make suggestions to the estate trustees. What MG obviously didn’t realise was that his situation was so serious that he was prepared to stake his reputation and even his freedom on an attempt to retrieve it, because if he didn’t he would lose them in any case. And he certainly didn’t realise what kind of man Raxton was.

      ‘His command was taken over immediately, apparently by sheer force of personality. Eddie says he talked big, but he was scared stiff of Raxton. He must have mentioned the idea of visiting Affray with Eddie, if only to say it was impossible, because Raxton adopted the plan. Possibly he didn’t decide on it until he saw the Laird’s advertisement for a manservant; whether he discovered that for himself, or MG showed it to him, I don’t know. But I think he was essentially an opportunist, and it would have gone against the grain to let such a chance go.

      ‘So Eddie was persuaded to help. Raxton paid him a hundred pounds down, and promised him a cut off the proceeds of the treasure if it were found. He became, not the unfortunate Englishman whom Mrs Macpherson and Niven suspected, but the Macdonald from Edinburgh. He talks fair butler’s English when he isn’t upset, and Mrs Macpherson accepted him as a Scot who had been in service in the south. He applied for the Affray post from what turned out to be an accommodation address in Edinburgh. In fact he stayed at Bogle’s Tower for a few days; Patrick was prepared to offer him hospitality, for a consideration, and ask no questions.’

      ‘We looked into the three men that applied for the post,’ said Nichol. ‘Two of them were respectable enough, but apart from the Edinburgh address there was no sign of the Macdonald. We were sure he was the man we wanted, but we couldn’t get him.’

      ‘Eddie had his interview,’ continued Johnny, ‘and his opportunity of looking the place over, but he wasn’t happy about it. Raxton had made it clear to him that it was his job to break into the house, and then to help to look for some sort of secret door — no more than that. But it wasn’t his kind of job and Affray was sufficiently wild and remote — from his point of view — to frighten him a little. He was much more frightened of Raxton, though, so he was prepared to go through with it.

      ‘MG was sent to Paris, ostensibly on business, to establish an alibi, and Raxton, I gather, established a very sound one himself. He and Eddie drove up to Affray in a car of Eddie’s providing — Raxton had no intention of using his own. As Colin guessed, they came down the glen from the Tomdhu road. They parked in the track where they parked last night — Niven’s way home after his revels — and approached the house under cover about ten o’clock. Eddie, of course, has less than no idea about country strategy, but he said Raxton seemed to know what he was doing. The idea was to discover, if possible, if there was now a resident servant in the house. But no lights appeared anywhere, and they saw no one but the Laird, who went for a stroll in the policies before going to bed. They couldn’t be sure there was no one else in the house, but the window they used was a long way from the servant’s bedroom as well as from the Laird’s. Eddie got them in about one o’clock.

      ‘They were just starting their search when Raxton lifted one of the little tables beside the fireplace, and the lamp slid off it and fell with a crash. Eddie’s one idea was to get out, but Raxton told him not to be a fool, and to listen. His ears are trained, and he heard the Laird while he was still on the staircase. Raxton took up his position behind the door, with Eddie at his back.

      ‘You understand that Raxton couldn’t afford to let the Laird see him. They’d never met, but that wasn’t to say they never would meet. Malcolm tells us that his mother has often said she and Adrian must come and see him at Affray, and that recently she has been saying it with much more conviction. Raxton could probably avoid that, of course. But Malcolm has a photograph of him and his wife — a very good photograph — which always went to Affray. So the danger was urgent enough.

      ‘But whether Raxton really meant to kill the Laird, we shall never know. There’s no doubt that he tripped him, and that he tripped him close to the hearthstone, so that he was almost bound to strike his head on it. A fall of that type would almost certainly knock an old man out, at least, and let them escape while he was unconscious. It might very well kill him, and if it did — well, they would have only Malcolm and the trustees to deal with.’ Johnny paused a moment. ‘Of course, it might have been a new servant who was on his way downstairs. Raxton didn’t know for certain, though Eddie says he seemed almost sure, after their surveillance, that the Laird was alone. But in the case of a servant there would be the same risk of recognition — perhaps a greater one, for a servant would probably dust Raxton’s photograph every day. So I think he would have had a heavy fall too.

      ‘Well, the Laird struck his head on the fire-dog, and Eddie thinks Raxton must have known, as soon as he examined him, that he was unlikely ever to recover consciousness. Eddie panicked, for he knew very well that if you kill a man, however unintentionally, when you have broken and entered his premises and he is defending his property, the law calls it murder. But Raxton told him the Laird wasn’t dead, though he would be out for an hour or so and bullied him into helping to arrange the ‘accident’. They weren’t interrupted, and they discovered that the servant’s bedroom and the others near it were unoccupied, and Raxton actually persuaded Eddie to stay for a little and go on with the search. But Eddie got too jittery, and they had to go.

      ‘He had an anxious time after that, and but for his own disreputable record and Raxton’s personality, he might have gone to the police. MG had to be kept quiet too; he didn’t read about the Laird’s death till he got back to London, or he might have stayed in Paris. He knew quite well who was responsible. But nothing happened, and gradually Raxton convinced them both that they were safe. And then he persuaded MG to approach Malcolm, exactly as he had approached the Laird. He gave him some support, for he wrote diplomatically to Roylance with a general suggestion about money for school fees, in case an offer had to be made for the library. Incidentally, he also made a tentative and, I imagine, a very skilful approach to Malcolm at the beginning of the holidays. Malcolm thought his stepfather was, if anything, giving him information about the secret, and must have got it, such as it was, from Ninian Buchanan; in fact Raxton was asking for it, but he didn’t dare to go too far, in case Malcolm became suspicious later on, and connected him with a successful attempt on the treasure.

      ‘MG made his approach, not very successfully. But he took the opportunity of having a look for the treasure himself. If he’d found it, I’m quite sure Raxton would never have seen it. As it was, he told Raxton what he’d done; there was no sense in their going over the same ground twice. He wasn’t arrested for breaking and entering on Malcolm’s and Sandy’s evidence, because the police agreed with them that it would be more interesting to see what he did next. He wrote to Roylance asking for permission to look at the library — presumably on Raxton’s instructions — but I think Raxton went ahead without waiting for a reply. He was creating all the opportunities he could, and I don’t suppose for a moment that he trusted MG. He obviously thought it would be useful to have any information Malcolm could provide, but he had decided to go on to Affray from Edinburgh whether Malcolm talked or not. He seems to have been a man with absolute faith in his own powers, and he probably believed he could succeed where MG had failed, even without further information.

      ‘He ordered MG abroad again on the seventeenth, to establish another alibi. If MG sees a British newspaper, incidentally, he’ll probably decide not to come back — and I fancy he’s anxious enough this time to watch the papers very carefully. What about extradition, though, Superintendent?’

      ‘We’ll do our best, Mr Heldar,’ said Nichol. ‘He’s said to be in Brussels this time, and the Belgians are usually very good about it. I’d like to get him back; he’s a dirty bit of work.’

      ‘Very dirty,’ said Johnny. ‘Well, Eddie was instructed to find another car, and Patrick was persuaded to offer hospitality again. You will bear in mind, by the way, that this show was supposed to be a comparatively mild affair of giving a schoolboy a good dinner and persuading him to talk to his elderly cousin, before going on to burgle an empty house. No one — least of all Raxton himself — expected it to turn into a melodrama involving kidnapping and attempted murder. But he wasn’t going to risk being seen in Edinburgh, and Bogle’s Tower seemed a safe place. Superintendent Nichol says he had another very clever alibi.’

      Nichol nodded. ‘Scotland Yard aren’t sure how he managed it yet, but everybody they’ve asked up till now says he was in Yorkshire last night. His wife actually says he phoned her from some house there.’

      ‘Finally,’ said Johnny, ‘pseudo-Ninian was enlisted. His name is Basil Bawtry, and he’s a rather seedy middle-aged actor who was finding it increasingly difficult to get parts. Helena Gaylord had been kind to him. Raxton convinced him that the impersonation wasn’t illegal, and he agreed to come in for fifty pounds and his expenses. He’s talked freely to the Superintendent.

      ‘Raxton, of course, had all the information he needed about Malcolm’s movements, and about Ninian’s. He answered Malcolm’s letter about his journey south, and he specifically confirmed the evening in Edinburgh and the time of departure of the night train, as well as its time of arrival at King’s Cross. He wanted to be quite sure Malcolm would have no difficulty in accepting pseudo-Ninian’s invitation. As Malcolm implied, he was actually there when the real Ninian called on his wife in July and told her his plans. He knew Ninian had written to Malcolm after the Laird’s death, and he picked the lock of the desk in Malcolm’s room — in London, I mean — and found the letter there.

      ‘He and Eddie drove north on Tuesday night, and Bawtry travelled by train from King’s Cross, with a suitable quantity of luggage for one who had intended to spend two and a half months in France — Raxton was very thorough. He and Eddie spent Wednesday at Bogle’s Tower, drove in to Otterburn Square in the evening, and at ten o’clock were waiting to receive Bawtry and his report.

      ‘It was Raxton, not Eddie, who knocked Malcolm out. It was Raxton, of course, who ran Ninian down. Ninian trotted into Otterburn Square, saw Malcolm being lifted into the back of the car, and protested. Then he recognised Raxton, and called him by name. He was half inclined to think all was well — after all, the boy was in the hands of his own stepfather. But he was in a position to break Raxton’s alibi — just as the Laird had been. So Raxton got into the car, backed it, and ran him down while he was still staring. It was cold and calculating and brutal’ — Johnny’s voice was hard — ‘and the fact that Ninian is likely to recover doesn’t alter that.

      ‘Neither Raxton nor his gang knew till they saw the next day’s Scotsman whether he had done murder again or not — and even then they couldn’t be at all sure. Whether he could have held the gang together if Ninian had died, I don’t know, but I wouldn’t put it past him. Eddie had allowed himself to be made an accessory to the murder of the Laird, of course, and I gather Raxton knew one or two things about Patrick which would have interested the police. And Bawtry’s a poor creature. At any rate, Patrick agreed to hire them the van for fifty pounds. But he was a bit jumpy, and that was why they left Bogle’s Tower so early in the day — a wise decision in any case, as it turned out, because the van was in cover by the time the police began to look for it. Raxton followed it up — though he left the garage first so that Malcolm shouldn’t see him — in order to keep an eye on it, and he lay up till dark quite near it. He didn’t dare to leave Eddie and Bawtry alone, you see. They might have run out on him.’

      Johnny stopped to relight his pipe. Then he said: ‘Anything else? It was of course Raxton who wired to his wife in Malcolm’s name on Thursday morning. He knew that as long as she had some idea where the boy was she never worried about him, and no one would have worried this time if he hadn’t already been missed. And one more point, with all respect to him. His story about the secret passage and the well was quite ingenious. But I doubt if it would have passed if Raxton had been able to question the boy himself. He was a lawyer, after all, and a very clever one. Eddie says he was doubtful about it, but prepared to go and test it. There was really nothing else he could do, because he couldn’t let Malcolm see him. It must have been quite extraordinarily frustrating.’

      After a moment Sheila asked: ‘If he’d known that Malcolm had recognised him, would…would Malcolm have survived? There was the automatic.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny. ‘It was a strange thing for a solicitor to carry, wasn’t it? And when he left London he wasn’t expecting a showdown. But I met one or two men of his type during the war. A Service revolver gave them an extraordinary sense of power — of being on top of any situation — and I think they must have found it very difficult to give it up when the peace came.’

      He hadn’t answered Sheila’s question, but she would guess the answer. He had told Sally, in private, that he was surprised by Raxton’s forbearance. Probably only a genuine affection for Helena Gaylord had prevented him from questioning Malcolm himself, for if he had done that Malcolm would have stood between him and everything he was fighting for. In any case he had taken colossal risks with the boy’s life — though he would probably have said that they had been forced upon him by the miscarriage of his original plan for extracting information. He had been comparatively safe from recognition at Bogle’s Tower, but at any moment during the walk through the Affray woods Malcolm might have turned his head, and might well have recognised him. The scent which had in fact betrayed him had been a comparatively slender risk, and he had probably never given it a thought. But it might have been impossible to reach the treasure — if the boy’s story were true — without revealing himself. It was on the whole unlikely that Malcolm would have escaped with his life.

      Johnny went slowly on. ‘He was a rather remarkable man altogether. He could take a snap decision and act on it like lightning; he had a will of iron, and he didn’t know what physical fear was. Malcolm says he had an astonishing war record, but not an entirely admirable one. I don’t think he ever practised cruelty for its own sake, but when it was to his advantage he had no compunction.’

      Sheila said: ‘That’s a fairly restrained description.’

      ‘I suppose so,’ said Johnny. ‘You know, I said to Sally some time ago that if the Laird’s murderer were found, Malcolm wouldn’t enjoy it. I said he probably had no idea how little he would enjoy it. I also appear to have been among the prophets.’

      Nichol said gravely: ‘I think you guessed it was his stepfather, didn’t you, Mr Heldar?’

      ‘Not then,’ said Johnny quickly. ‘Not until after I’d realised that we weren’t dealing with MG anymore — and that was only after Ninian was run down and Malcolm kidnapped. It was then that I began to remember how much the enemy seemed to know about the Buchanans and their private affairs. A member of the family seemed to be indicated, and Ninian was in France until last Tuesday, and Helena Gaylord is still playing every night in Separate Suites. That left Raxton. I remembered his letter to Roylance about school fees, and his letter to Malcolm about train times, and his mentioning the family secret, and it all seemed to add up.’

      ‘I see,’ said Nichol. ‘You were quicker than we were, Mr Heldar.’

      ‘I knew several things that you didn’t, Superintendent.’

      ‘That’s true.’ But Nichol sighed. ‘This is a very difficult case, you know. The principal’s dead, and that’s bad enough to begin with, and we can’t be sure if we’ll get Mackintosh-Gordon back to stand his trial. We’ve only got the small fry — Hatchcock and Bawtry and Patrick. It’s not at all satisfactory. But there you are.’

      There was a short silence. Then Sally said: ‘The treasure, Johnny. Do you know what it is?’

      ‘We think we do,’ said Johnny, and there was a curious note in his voice. Sally had heard it there when he was looking at a peculiarly rare book.

      ‘In March of this year,’ he said slowly, ‘MG picked up a book at a sale. Eddie thinks he said it was by a Frenchman called Ferret, and about Scotland, so it was probably Ferré’s Voyage en Ecosse. It had the bookplate of James Cameron of Loy, who bought it, no doubt, to comfort him in his exile. The binding was damaged, and MG was repairing it when he came upon a letter hidden away inside it. Raxton had that letter in his wallet when he died, and I hope the Superintendent will show it to you now.’

      Nichol smiled, unfolded the letter, and laid it on the table, with the endorsement upward. It read: ‘Ja. Cameron of Loy,’ in a faded elegant brown hand. After a moment Sheila turned it gently over.

      
        
        Affray, May 2, 1746.

      

      

      
        
        Dr James,

        Being leatly in Edenburgh I visited Wm Heggie, the Goldsmith in the Luckenbooths, whom I have known for many a year. He was plainly in a great Takeing, and in time I perswaded him to tell me what troubled him, tho’ he woud not have putt his trust in me, had he not known me for your nearest Freind. Being such, I take the Liberty to tell you, Dr Brother, that I think itt egregiously silly to have putt your faith in him, for in a pass he is no more use than ane old Wife. Since the English Troops enter’d the toune he has known no peace of mind, & the news of the Cause growing ever worse gave him much Concern, untill the day I saw him, when he had heard the dismall tidings of the fatal battle near to Colloddon.

        He long’d to be ridd of that wh you left with him, & indeed ’twas plain he was no longer to be trusted with itt, for 2 English Oficers came into his shop when I was in itt, and his air was so guilty that I thought they woud arrest him without more adoe.

        I return’d to the shop that night, with Duncan, who is to be trusted, and by whom I send this letter, & came away with the presious Jewell. We left the Toune first thing in the Morning, and I rode back to the North with what my be the Fortune of the Cause under my Cloke.

        I am no longer a young man, Dr James, and my Sons are yett Children. My Dr Wife, tho’ ardent for the Cause, is in a precarious state of health. I must tell you therefore that the Jewell lyes safe in the secrett place you know of, that we made after the ’15. You come att itt, as you’l remember, from the east end of the Long Room. Elizabeth hap’d our Treasure in fair linnen, & we sett itt there together. I belive ’twill be safe, for the English Troops have been here allready, and I am held to be not ill disposed to the Hanoverian. I do not like the Name I have gott, but itt is for the good of the Cause. My self and Family will keep the Jewell in trust untill the King or his Son shall come again, and will give itt up to non but his Majestie, his Royall Highnesse, your self or your Son Neil, or some other who is well known to us.

        I begg you to assure his R Highnesse that I am his most humble and devouted Servant, & the true and faithfull Subject of his Majestie, and by the Grace of God I shall never swerve from the Duty I owe the Cause. We know you are with his RH in his Wanderings, and envy you with all our hearts. Yett itt is a greater Happyness to me than I can express, that I, who have been keept by my bodily infirmity from drawing my Sword for him, have now this Chance to prove my Zeal. My Wife allso takes the Liberty to offer her most humble Duty to his RH. We pray God that that wh we hold may rest ane day on his beloved Head.

        

        I am, My Dear Broyr.

        Yrs most affectly to love and serve you

        Chas Buchanan of Affray.

        

      

      This time there was a long silence. Then Sally said very quietly: ‘It couldn’t be.’

      ‘I know it sounds incredible,’ said Colin. ‘The Stuart crown. It was supposed to have been melted down by order of Parliament after the execution of Charles I. I’ve got a book which says something about it.’

      He went over to the bookcase and searched for a few moments. Then he took out a heavy octavo and ran through it.

      ‘Yes, here we are,’ he said at last. ‘In the inventory of the Regalia drawn up by Parliament in August sixteen-forty-nine it’s called “King Alfred’s crowne of goulde wyer worke, sett with slight stones and 2 little belles”. It was also known as the Sacred Crown of St Edward.’

      ‘Could it really have survived?’ asked Ruthwell. He seemed for once to have been astonished into complete wakefulness.

      ‘I think it must have done. There were always rumours, you know, that the Regalia had been smuggled abroad and turned into money for the Stuart cause. The last sentence of the letter seems fairly conclusive. And remember what Sanquhar tells us. Charles Edward said that if Loy and his sister hadn’t bungled his affairs, he would be wearing the crown of his fathers. I’m sure that wasn’t just a figure of speech, and I’m sure Loy knew it. He would scarcely have turned pale as death and seemed incapable of replying if it had been an ordinary accusation of mismanagement. I imagine Charles Edward’s circle was only too well accustomed to that sort of thing.’

      ‘Why did he accuse Loy’s sister and not his brother-in-law?’ asked Sheila. ‘Charles Buchanan seems to have made himself responsible for the crown.’

      ‘According to the family history,’ said Johnny, ‘Charles Buchanan died rather suddenly in December seventeen-forty-six, apparently of some sort of heart attack. Elizabeth, although he had believed her to be in poor health, lived for another thirty years. She may well have come to be considered the keeper of the crown, and the bungling may have consisted of some abortive attempt to send it to the Stuarts.’ He paused, and smiled a little.

      ‘Can you wonder,’ he said, ‘that MG fell for it? It could scarcely have been sold in this country, but judiciously disposed of it could have commanded a fabulous price in the States. The purchaser would have had to keep quiet about it, of course, but there are rich collectors who don’t mind not being able to show a thing to their friends as long as they can possess it, and who have no particular scruples about possessing a thing which, strictly speaking, belongs to someone else. It wouldn’t have mattered very much if the crown had been in bad condition — a collector of that type would have wanted it just the same and would still have been prepared to pay a fortune for it — and in any case I don’t suppose MG would have scrupled to make it up, according to the contemporary descriptions, if any of it had been missing. To judge by the gossip my grandfather picked up, he might even have been prepared to foist a replica on some credulous American, with Buchanan’s letter to back it up. The original crown might have fallen to pieces when it was found. But that wasn’t very likely; gold is durable stuff. Or it might not be at Affray at all now. But there was a fair chance that it was — with or without the knowledge of the present Laird. The Sanquhar reference suggested that it was still there in seventeen-sixty-nine, and MG discovered elsewhere that as far as anyone knows Loy never returned to Scotland, and that his son entered the French service and was killed in seventeen-forty-seven. The Buchanans had never become rich, so it was unlikely they had sold it. (They never would have done, of course, but MG wouldn’t understand that.) And it couldn’t have been handed over to the Royal Family or the nation without everyone’s hearing about it.’

      ‘The directions aren’t very clear,’ said Colin. ‘Not to us, that is, and not to MG. I imagine that when he went for the portrait on his first visit he was looking for traces of Mad Margaret’s depredations. Loy was obviously expected to know what his brother-in-law was talking about, and I’ve no doubt Charles was deliberately vague, in case the letter fell into the wrong hands. At a guess, the ‘secrett place’ was an arms cache. Quantities of arms were concealed after the ’fifteen, in spite of the disarmament Acts — the Highlanders were very skilful about it. Charles couldn’t carry arms himself, poor chap, but he may have hoped for sons who would be old enough to fight for the Stuarts when the time came. But the place must be very well concealed.’

      ‘Supposing the crown is found,’ said Sheila a little anxiously. ‘What can Malcolm do with it?’

      ‘I’m afraid some sort of public presentation is probably the only answer,’ said Johnny. ‘It’s unfortunate, I know. He’ll have more than enough worry and publicity when the trials come on.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena gaylord came on Saturday, quite unexpectedly. She flew to Inverallan, and her telegram arrived only just in time for Colin to meet her at the airport. Neither the Kennedys nor the Heldars looked forward to her appearance. Johnny and Colin both felt themselves partially responsible for the death of her husband and the revelations which were bound to follow it, and they all felt that her presence at this juncture would be bad for Malcolm. But nothing could be done about it, and Sheila had one of the best bedrooms prepared, and hoped it would be good enough for the leading lady of Separate Suites, while Colin started for Inverallan.

      He came back with Miss Gaylord a couple of hours later, and there was a certain constrained gentleness about his manner, as if he weren’t quite sure where he was with her, but couldn’t help being sorry for her. She was not, strictly speaking, a beautiful woman, but she was extraordinarily attractive, with the indescribable magnetism of the successful actress. She was long and slim, and dressed, quite suitably, in a dark grey worsted coat and skirt, not too smart for the country, a simple little black hat, and a subdued street make-up. Her manner was suitable too — quiet, restrained, sad, with a charming warmth in it for these friends of her son, and no resentment for the sake of her husband.

      She was quite obviously acting; there was no doubt whatever about it. But when Sheila had taken her up to Malcolm, Colin said he was inclined to think there was a good deal of sincerity behind it. He added that there had been several reporters at the airport, and that she had acted quite beautifully for them, but had given them nothing at all. But it was Sheila who got at the truth.

      ‘Of course she’s acting,’ she said a little impatiently. ‘She’s giving a magnificent performance. But she’s acting because if she didn’t she’d break down. Malcolm understands that perfectly, and he’s supporting her. It’s much less trying this way for him and everyone else.’

      It was much less trying. Miss Gaylord was not emotional, and now that they understood it her particular brand of brave, gay sadness almost ceased to be irritating. Lunch passed off without much strain, and afterwards, when Narracott had brought their coffee and retired again, she asked Johnny to tell her the whole story.

      ‘I’ve heard it in a way from the police, of course,’ she said in her beautiful clear voice. ‘But it all seems rather muddled — or perhaps I’m rather muddled; I know I’m stupid about these things — and they will keep trying to spare me. I don’t want to be spared, so please don’t leave anything out.’ She gave him her warm, sad smile.

      He didn’t leave anything out, though there were some things which he didn’t put quite as he had put them yesterday afternoon. Helena listened intently, and sometimes, when he spoke of Raxton, she nodded, as if she recognised her husband there. When he told her about Bawtry she looked worried.

      ‘Basil’s a poor, weak creature,’ she said, ‘and he’s had a hard row to hoe. I feel rather guilty about him, because if I hadn’t tried to help him, he’d never have met Adrian. Is there anything I can do? What about his defence?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Colin. ‘But I’ll find out who’s acting for him, if you like.’

      ‘That would be very sweet of you. I don’t know anything about the Scottish barristers — no, they’re advocates here, aren’t they? — but his solicitor must brief the very best man there is.’

      When Johnny had finished the story, she was silent for a little while, looking out of the window. At last she said slowly: ‘I think I understand very well now. It’s all so like Adrian, you see. He had to be successful, and he didn’t mind how he got there. It was partly his heredity and upbringing, I suppose. His father was a gent, but his mother was a chemist’s daughter from Balham. When Adrian was thirteen his father left them, and there wasn’t much money, so he couldn’t go to a public school or the university. When he was sixteen, he became a clerk in a solicitor’s office, and he worked quite desperately hard and got his articles. By nineteen-thirty-nine he had a partnership — he was nearly thirty then — but he went into the Army and got a commission rather quickly. He did frightfully well — when the peace came he was a Lieutenant-Colonel with a DSO. But he had a reputation for toughness, and there were some not very nice stories about the way he treated prisoners, and so on.

      ‘I met him in Italy at the end of nineteen-forty-four — I was there with Ensa. I don’t quite know why I was so much attracted to him. I think it was because I realised he had a devil in him, and I thought it was the same kind of devil as Mungo’s — very devilish, but not really dangerous, and great fun. I was — wrong, of course. After the war, I began to see it, but he was always nice to me, and…and reasonably nice to Malcolm.

      ‘He seemed to be making a great success of his profession, and we always lived very well — quite apart from what I was earning — but for the last year or so I’ve known something was wrong. Quite frankly, I thought it was another woman, and I didn’t really mind so very much. I was quite sure she was someone rather important and influential, because I knew he had ambitions. He talked a good deal about going into politics. I had no idea he was playing with his clients’ money, but he must have wanted money for his career, and I think he wanted it’ — she hesitated a moment — ‘for me. I always knew he wanted me to leave the stage and be a full-time wife, though he never said so in so many words, and I think he hoped that if he were rich enough to give me the moon out of the sky, I would do it. It’s…it’s a little sad, because I couldn’t have done it. I’d like the moon — it’s no use pretending I wouldn’t — but I could never leave the stage. I belong there. But I think that’s one reason why he got into this frightful mess. I-I wish I didn’t.’ Her voice trembled, but she steadied it with an effort, and went on.

      ‘And once he was in it, and the little man offered him this chance — I think it was inevitable. He used to say he was a fatalist. That wasn’t true; he cut his own path through life. But he was quick enough to see any sign that…that marshalled him the way that he was going.’

      ‘Give me the daggers,’ said Johnny very quietly.

      ‘That’s right,’ she said quickly. ‘That man and his friends might hang back, but Adrian wouldn’t. It’s unlucky to quote Macbeth, you know, but it’s all there. Bloody, bold, and resolute.’ She hesitated again. ‘You said he lifted up a little table in the library, and a lamp fell off it and woke the Laird?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Johnny. ‘It would be quite an easy thing to do in the dark.’

      Helena said flatly: ‘He could see rather well in the dark. And I never knew him do anything as clumsy as that in all the years we were married. You said he was almost sure there was no servant, didn’t you?’
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      On Sunday afternoon they showed Helena the House of Affray, and on Monday morning Colin drove her back to the airport. Malcolm was up to say goodbye to her, but he hadn’t been passed fit to travel, so in spite of his protests she went home alone. It was very clear that he thought of her now as his personal responsibility.

      For a few minutes on Sunday evening she had been in the sitting room with only Sheila and Sally. She had sat silent for a little, and when she spoke it was almost abruptly.

      ‘Malcolm is very happy here,’ she said. ‘I hope you’ll let him come again.’

      ‘We shall always be very happy to have him,’ said Sheila quietly.

      ‘Bless you,’ said Helena. ‘He doesn’t like London, funny boy — at least, not for long. And I’m frightfully busy, of course. The theatre takes up almost all one’s time, and one always has such hordes of friends.’

      Sheila said gravely: ‘I thought he might want to spend more time in London now.’

      ‘He’s a dear, good boy,’ said Helena with apparent irrelevance, ‘and I’m afraid my marriage to Adrian wasn’t very happy for him.’ She added thoughtfully: ‘The only way one can make a real success of marriage in the theatre is to marry within the theatre. Most of us come to it in the end.’

      ‘I see,’ said Sheila, and Sally thought she saw too.

      Helena smiled. ‘So you’ll have him again?’ she said. ‘Thank you, darling.’

      Sheila kissed her when she left the next morning.
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      It was on Wednesday afternoon that they made a last attempt on the treasure. Malcolm was to fly south the next day and it seemed a pity not to try once more before he left. But no one thought it very likely that the crown would be found — there had been so many attempts already — and no one seemed convinced that it was desirable to find it.

      It was a cold, raw day, with mist on the hills and a lowering sky, and Colin drove them all up to the house. The rooms were chilly and felt a little damp, and for the first time even the east end of the library had an un-lived-in air.

      They stood round the fireplace, Malcolm rather white and quiet, and the rest of them more concerned with him than with the treasure.

      ‘I think we’ve tried everything,’ he said deliberately, ‘and so has MG. The wall, the fireplace, the chimney. What else is there?’

      ‘There’s the floor,’ said Sheila.

      ‘So there is,’ said Johnny. ‘One might have an arms cache under the floor. It would involve a certain amount of trouble, but one could keep a couple of floorboards loose as long as one was actually receiving supplies, and then nail them down. And it would be quite easy for Charles to lift them again when he came to hide the crown.’ He bent over the strip of polished floor beside the wall. ‘There don’t seem to be any new nails here. They’re all the original hand-forged kind — look at their square-cut heads. So this stretch at least hasn’t been lifted recently. Do you mind if we take your floor up, Malcolm?’

      ‘Of course not. I’ll go and find some tools,’ said Malcolm, and went out.

      Colin sighed a little. ‘I can’t work up much enthusiasm for this treasure hunt,’ he said. ‘I don’t think Malcolm can either.’

      ‘I think it’s got to be done,’ said Johnny.

      ‘Oh, yes, it’s got to be done. One can’t leave a thing like this in doubt — not without trying, anyway.’

      Presently Malcolm returned with a big household toolbox. He found a claw hammer and lifted the east end of the worn carpet, while Johnny and Colin shifted the furniture. Then they rolled the carpet back from the bare pine flooring.

      It was a rather slow business. One of them loosened the soft metal nails at the end of a board with a hammer and chisel, and then extracted them with a tool which looked like a rabbit’s head with a lever at the other end. The next man took the tool and worked it under the board as near as possible to the far end. The third man stamped on the loose end to exert leverage, and the remaining nails came away.

      They worked quietly and competently, in their shirtsleeves, and Sally and Sheila followed them with torches, exploring the dark space below. It was full of rough, heavy rubble and quite incredibly dirty, but it seemed better to leave no stone unturned. Luckily Sheila had had the foresight to bring two overalls.

      They worked for twenty minutes or so, and it seemed a great deal longer. Then Colin looked at Sally and Sheila, and then at Johnny.

      ‘May I remind you all,’ he said politely, ‘that Charles Buchanan wrote to his brother-in-law about the “secrett place that we made”? They made it. They didn’t just shove the arms — or whatever else it was that they wanted to hide — under the floor and cover them up with rubble. They may have dug a hole and buried them, and strewn rubble on top. But if they did I’ll bet you almost anything I’ve got that they marked the place. I may be wrong. But if the worst comes to the worst and Malcolm thinks it’s worthwhile, he can get a couple of local men to come and lift this rock garden. In the meantime, let Sally and Sheila throw a little light on it, by all means, so that we can see the mark if it’s there. But surely that’s enough.’

      ‘I entirely agree with you,’ said Johnny. ‘I’ve never met anything quite as filthy as this rubble. It must have been part of the original castle, which was burnt down, wasn’t it? This is smoke blackening.’

      They had been working on the polished floor on either side of the fireplace. Now the men moved on to the line of boards in front of it. Johnny loosened a couple of nails and pulled them out. Malcolm, who was beginning to look tired, took the rabbit’s head from him and pushed in the lever. Colin wiped his forehead and stamped on the loose end of the board. They were going on, but it was beginning to seem rather pointless. They would have to make Malcolm rest soon, and perhaps they would all stop. Their hearts weren’t in it, thought Sally.

      She knelt down on the hearth and turned the beam of her torch into the new cavity. Sheila, on the other side of it, said: ‘I never realised how thick that hearthstone was. It must be quite three inches through.’

      Sally looked across at her. ‘The hearthstone,’ she said. ‘Could there be…?’

      Malcolm looked up from his levering, his face a little strained, and whiter than before between the streaks of black dust. Johnny, squatting at the far end of the board, looked at the fireplace. Colin, who was standing beside him, waiting to stamp, turned slowly round.

      ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘it might be quite a good idea to have a roaring fire on top of your cache.’

      Johnny rose suddenly to his feet, one shoe scraping on the bare boards.

      ‘By God,’ he said sharply, ‘I believe you’ve got it. Look at that motto.’

      They stared at the engraved device on the mantelpiece.

      
        
        Martyris optatvm qvaeres Diadema per Ignem.

      

      

      Sally began to understand just as Malcolm cried out.

      ‘Of course! Through the fire! “Thou shalt seek” — diadema is neuter, isn’t it? — “’thou shalt seek the longed-for crown of the martyr through the fire.” The crown of Charles the Martyr!’

      ‘That’s it,’ said Johnny. ‘That must be it. Anyone who didn’t know would think it was simply a rather didactic hexameter from one of the Christian poets. Who put it up, do you know?’

      ‘I think it must have been Charles. It was Charles who adopted it, anyway.’

      ‘I hoped so. Partly, no doubt, as a pleasing conceit, and partly as a guide to his descendants if the secret were ever lost.’

      ‘Archibald tried to use it as a guide,’ said Sally. ‘He told Margaret to charge his son to observe the family motto.’

      ‘And his son apparently never understood.’ Johnny smiled. ‘It’s extremely fortunate that MG doesn’t seem to have understood either. I don’t suppose he has much Latin, but “diadema” ought to have helped him. Still, that worn ornamental script is a little difficult to read, and he spent most of his time in this room working by torchlight.’

      There was a moment’s silence, and then Malcolm answered the thought that was in all their minds.

      ‘Adrian had very little Latin, too,’ he said. ‘Only legal terms, I think. His mother couldn’t afford to send him to a public school. He always felt it very much, and hated to have it mentioned. It was bad luck. I’m a little surprised he didn’t get “diadema”, but he must have been working in the dark too, and he hadn’t as long here as MG had.’

      ‘I know,’ said Johnny. ‘And it’s odd how often people just don’t look at inscriptions, anyway. Well, let’s have a look at this hearthstone. Since we have to pass through the fire, it’s probably the actual stone on which the fire was built, not the one in front of it. They’re separate, as you see.’

      The excitement of the treasure hunt had taken them unawares. The awkward moment had fallen behind them now, and for the present their doubts had receded. Sally scrambled up and got out of the way. Johnny and Malcolm knelt on the stone in front, lifted away the pine logs which lay on the one behind, and put their hands on it. Malcolm said: ‘It feels frightfully solid,’ and began to run his fingers round the edge of it.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Johnny. ‘Look at these fire-dogs — the ones that hold the logs. They’re not loose like the ones in front; there’s a bolt in the middle of the base. And the bases extend over the front edge of the stone, almost as if they were acting as catches.’

      ‘You mean it could be hung on a pivot?’ asked Malcolm.

      ‘It’s worth trying.’

      He gripped one of the iron dogs and twisted, and Malcolm took the other. Sally and Sheila and Colin had moved on to the naked joists to the right of the fireplace, so that their view wasn’t blocked by the kneeling figures on the outer stone. Colin was gripping Sheila tightly by the shoulders.

      Johnny’s dog moved first. It turned slowly, but after a moment or two the bar which formed its base lay parallel to the edge of the inner stone and just inside it.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘They were probably never intended to be too easy to shift, in case some unauthorised person found the cache by accident.’

      Malcolm nodded, his jaw set. Then his dog screeched on the stone and turned.

      ‘Let it go gradually,’ said Johnny.

      The stone fell away in front of them and rose at the back of the chimney. When it had settled there was a dark space a good eighteen inches across. Sally gave Malcolm her torch, and he threw the beam down into the darkness.

      Johnny had drawn back, and when Malcolm looked at him he said: ‘Go on. This is your job. I’ll light you.’

      ‘All right,’ said Malcolm. ‘Thank you.’

      He handed over the torch, and then lay down across the outer stone, pushed his shirt sleeve a little farther up, and reached into the space. A few moments later he came up, cautiously, with a heavy pistol. It was a big, clumsy thing, but the blackened chasing on the butt looked as if it might be silver. He gave it to Colin, who made sure it wasn’t loaded, and then laid it on the mantelpiece.

      Malcolm fished again, and lifted out a rusty broadsword with a basket hilt. Johnny took it from him and laid it carefully on the floor beyond the excavation.

      The third time Malcolm reached a little farther to right and left. Then he wriggled to his left, Johnny making way for him, and seemed to be feeling about.

      ‘There are some more weapons,’ he said. ‘But there’s something else — I’m not sure what.’

      He withdrew his hand with a book in it — a small octavo in a worn red morocco binding with a tarnished lock. There was no key. Malcolm put the book into Sheila’s hands, asked Johnny to light him again, and climbed into the cache. He stood there knee-deep, and handed out half a dozen more broadswords, the pistol’s mate, and three rusted muskets. Then he took the torch from Johnny and made a minute search.

      ‘There’s nothing more,’ he said at last, a little flatly. ‘Not even the key of the book.’ He climbed slowly out. ‘There’s a box of old keys somewhere. I’ll see if I can find one to fit.’

      He stepped over the cavity where the floorboard had been and went to the Flemish armoire. He rummaged in it for a minute or two, and then came back with a cardboard box full of keys. Johnny had brought over one of the little tables and laid the book on it.

      Malcolm tried one key after another, and the minutes passed. And then he tried an odd little ornamental key, dull with age, and it turned. Sally wondered if it was perhaps the original one.

      ‘It’s an old diary,’ said Malcolm after a moment. ‘There’s a letter in it. It’s addressed ‘To my Son Hector Archibald Buchanan, or to any of our House who may succeed him.’ If you’ll forgive me…’

      He moved away to one of the windows, and stood there, tall and quiet and withdrawn, his face turned away and his dark head bent over his letter. The others went over to the armchairs, which had been moved a little way up the room, and sat down.

      After a while he came back to them, and it was impossible to read his expression. He seemed a little uncertain of his own emotions. He sat down on the arm of Sheila’s chair, and she put his coat, which she had been holding, lightly over his shoulders. He smiled and thanked her.

      Then he said slowly: ‘I’d like to read some of this to you, if I may. It’s from poor Archibald, and it’s dated January tenth, eighteen-forty-five. He starts off by apologising to his son for his unnatural treatment of him — he was obviously very devoted to him — and then goes on to the crown. It seems Hector did leave home before he came of age, or he would have been told about it then. So Archibald begins right at the beginning.

      
        
        ‘In spite of the efforts of the Parliament, a portion of the Regalia, in which the Crown was included, was sent secretly abroad, where most of the pieces were disposed of to the advantage of the Stuart Cause. The Crown, being of greater value to that Cause than any price which might have been obtained for it, was given into the charge of a loyal Highland Gentleman residing in Paris, whose name has not come down to us. Unfortunately, when the time came for Charles II to claim it, this Gentleman was discovered to have died, and the Crown to have vanished without trace. Some sixty years later the Agents of the Old Chevalier were instructed to keep seeking news of it, in the hope that it might yet survive. For a further quarter of a century nothing was heard of it, and then, by a stroke of good fortune which was naturally construed into an excellent omen for the Cause of which it was the sacred Symbol, it was traced, in the Spring of 1745, to the collection of an aged Antiquary in Venice, who was persuaded to part with it for a very high price. It was secretly transported by sea to Leith, and so to Edinburgh, where James Cameron of Loy, ardent for the Cause, placed it in the hands of a Goldsmith in the Luckenbooths, William Heggie by name, to be cleaned and repaired, in preparation for the Coronation which was then so earnestly hoped for.’

        

      

      Malcolm paused.

      ‘Then there’s Charles’s story,’ he said, ‘just as he told it to Loy. The secret came down in due course to Archibald, and he admits that:

      
        
        ‘in the first and, alas, the only delight of a foolish Union, I told my second wife how the Crown had come to us. I told her also that it was hidden in a Secret Place which was accessible from the library, although, thank God, I was not so reckless as to show her the place, or to describe to her precisely how it was to be reached. But, as you may have heard, one of her follies is to believe and to declare that we are paupers, and ever since my indiscretion she has let scarcely a day pass without urging me to sell the Crown. Such a suggestion is unspeakably shocking to me, but my great and increasing fear has been that she would find it, and bring shame on me and on our House by attempting to sell it herself.

        ‘At first I could see no way out of my trouble. God knows I have no quarrel with Her Majesty, but I could not ask that our Charge be placed among the Crown Jewels, without betraying my Trust, for the Crown could be given up only to the House of Stuart. And then, at last, I found the road. You may have heard some word of the two Brothers, who are tenants of Lord Lovat, and live on an Island in the River Glass, not far from Beauly. They call themselves John Sobieski Stolberg Stuart and Charles Edward Stuart, and there are many who believe that they are the legitimate Grandsons of Prince Charles Edward and his wife Princess Louise of Stolberg — in other words, that the elder is de jure King of Great Britain and Ireland. In the last six months I have made the closest inquiries, the record of which you will find in my Diary, and at the New Year I was at last satisfied that their claim was just. I therefore announced that I was to ride to Inverallan on a matter of Business, and I rode instead to Eilean Aigas, with the Crown under my cloak. My Reception at that House was such as true Royalty affords its guests, which served to confirm me in my conviction that I had done well.

        ‘But it was bitter weather. I have caught a chill, and with it, I believe, my death. I am not very sorry to be going, for my life, through my own fault, is not a happy one, but it is a great grief to me to know, dear Hector, that I may not see you again in this world, and so I have written this letter. I dare not confide it to my Wife, for it is possible that, knowing where the Crown is gone, she might claim a payment for it. I shall, therefore, leave this letter in the place where the Crown lay hidden, under the motto which my Great-Grandfather Charles placed there to commemorate the Trust which he undertook. If it be never found, so much the worse. The Trust has been kept for close upon a hundred years; it is now fulfilled and passed away from us. But I should be glad to think that you and your Children knew how we had been honoured.’

        

      

      Malcolm broke off. ‘That’s all that’s relevant,’ he said. ‘The rest was really for Hector alone. Does anyone know about these Stuarts near Beauly?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Colin. ‘They’re known as the Sobieski Stuarts. Prince Charles Edward’s mother was Clementina Sobieska, as you know if you read AEW Mason. The story goes that somewhere in the seventeen-seventy’s Charles Edward and his wife Louise of Stolberg had a son. The son was smuggled out of Italy when he was a few days old, apparently to avoid the risk of assassination by the Stuarts’ enemies, and brought up by an English naval officer as one of his own family. The Sobieski Stuarts were said to be the legitimate sons of that son. They made no public claim to royalty, except that each in turn — first the elder, and then the younger after his death — called himself Count of Albany, which was the title adopted by Prince Charles Edward. But they’re said to have looked exactly like Stuarts, and to have had a great many Stuart relics. There are a lot of arguments on both sides — I can lend you a book which will tell you the whole story. But there seems to be no doubt that they themselves and a good many of their contemporaries believed they were Charles’s legitimate grandsons, so it’s not really surprising that Archibald should have believed it, particularly since he wanted to.’

      ‘Then — you think they weren’t?’ asked Malcolm.

      ‘I don’t know, Malcolm. It’s possible they were his grandsons, at least. In any case, a collection of Stuart relics — which they undoubtedly possessed — was as good a place as any for the crown, don’t you think?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Malcolm. ‘It seems a reasonable thing for Archibald to have done. What happened to them, though?’

      ‘Nothing very much. I’m afraid they’re said to have come down to great poverty and lodgings in Pimlico. They had descendants — though I think if any of them had the crown we should have heard about it.’

      Sally wondered if King Alfred’s crown had been sold or pawned to buy bread. Perhaps Malcolm was wondering the same thing. But he said slowly: ‘I think it’s just as well it went to them. I wouldn’t have known what to do with it now. Only it seems rather sad it should have caused such a lot of trouble when it isn’t there anymore.’

      ‘Crowns are apt to cause trouble,’ said Johnny. ‘And perhaps lost crowns most of all. But Affray did its duty by this one.’ He paused a moment, and then went on deliberately: ‘I can’t say: forget all this, Malcolm. You obviously won’t. But however bloody it’s all been, you’ve done your job. The man who killed your grandfather is dead. Your mother will be all right — if you don’t see that now, you will in time. So when the trials are over you must put it all behind you and get on with your life. You’ve got Affray, you know.’

      Malcolm looked round him. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ve got Affray.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Crime Classics Newsletter Signup]
          
        

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/logo-long-ab.jpg
r%

AGORA BOOKS





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/at-night-to-die---title-page-for-vellum.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/uncrowned-queens-crime-classics-sign-up-sheet.jpg
WANT TO
DISCOVER MORE
UNCROWNED
QUEENS OF CRIME?

SIGN UP TO OUR CRIME CLASSICS NEWSLETTER TO DISCOVER
NEW GOLDEN AGE CRIME, RECEIVE EXCLUSIVE CONTENT, AND
NEVER-BEFORE PUBLISHED SHORT STORIES, ALL FOR FREE.

FROM THE BELOVED GREATS OF THE GOLDEN AGE TO THE
FORGOTTEN GEMS, BEST-KEPT-SECRETS, AND BRAND NEW
DISCOVERIES, WE'RE DEVOTED TO CLASSIC CRIME.

IF YOU SIGN UP TODAY, YOU'’LL GET:
1. A FREE NOVEL FROM OUR CLASSIC CRIME COLLECTION;

2. EXCLUSIVE INSIGHTS INTO CLASSIC NOVELS AND THEIR
AUTHORS; AND,

3. THE CHANCE TO GET COPIES IN ADVANCE OF PUBLICATION.

INTERESTED?

IT TAKES LESS THAN A MINUTE TO SIGN UP, JUST HEAD TO
WWW.CRIMECLASSICS.CO.UK

AND YOUR EBOOK WILL BE SENT TO YOU.






OEBPS/images/at-night-to-die-ebook-cover-w-crown.jpg
JAMES PATTERSON






OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





